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GENERAL PAUL ALLEN stepped into the conference room. It was, he mused as he found his seat at the head of the cream colored table, the definitive, secret dark room; the lights were dimmed, admittedly to help the contrast on the video call they were about to receive, and there were only people of importance and power present. People who could shape every aspect of life in America, and likely pretty far afield in the world as a whole; the Director of the FBI, Joseph Gill was present, along with the heads of various security agencies, all of whom he knew personally. He greeted them as he passed by, but today was a day for all pleasantries to be put aside. As he took his seat, the large video screen at the opposite end of the room turned on and a video call was connected. A rough looking, older male stepped into the video frame and sat down; he looked weary and his combat fatigues were ruffled and bloodstained. His name was Paul Lenns, and he was currently controlling the ground forces in the Washington D.C. area.

“Gentlemen, let’s begin with a few facts.” Allen announced. “The President and the Chiefs of Staff are secure. We’re also redirecting all overseas military assets back home to deal with this virus. What’s the current term being bandied about?”

“We’re currently calling it an outbreak of the ‘Reborn Virus’, but news services are labeling it as the ‘Zombie Apocalypse’.” The FBI Director informed the group.

“That’s if anyone is still reading or listening to the news.” Lenns commented.

“What do you have to report, Lenns?” Allen asked.

“It’s all gone to hell; we’re losing ground to the infected and the Reborn hour by hour.”

“Do we have any more intel on the Reborn? How they operate, what their capabilities are?”

“No, we’ve learned nothing. They don’t allow themselves to be taken alive; they self-administer the virus before we can capture them and remove their heart-rate monitoring device. All we can report is what we’ve reported already: they’re well armed, well prepared and, although the majority of their boots on the ground don’t appear to be extensively trained, there are some amongst them who are clearly former special operations from a variety of military services from both home and abroad.”

“Is there any information on their weaponry?” Allen probed.

“Well, they’re nearly as well equipped as us; anti-vehicle and anti-aircraft weaponry, helicopters and even some black market, armored ground vehicles. They’re using a highly encrypted method of communication that we’ve not been able to crack yet, while on the other hand, we’ve got multiple leaks in our lines of communication. And that’s not even mentioning the infected. I’m not going to lie, sir, we’re going to be overrun, it’s just a matter of time.”

Allen sighed heavily, and then looked around the room.

“What’s going on in the rest of the world?” He wanted to know.

“Reports indicate it’s the same in every country; massive deployment of the Reborn virus, leading to overwhelming numbers of the infected supported by Reborn forces. One thing we have observed is that the Reborn forces are more heavily deployed in Western countries; this isn’t surprising, however, as their forces can’t be unlimited. The evidence tells us that they’re focusing their efforts here, perhaps as a show of strength, and are relying on the virus to weaken infrastructure everywhere else.” One of the intelligence agency representatives reported.

“So what are our options?” Allen asked. He felt like his report back to the President was going to be pretty dire and hoped there would be some good news somewhere.

“Well, we still have the Ancillary in our custody.” The FBI Director announced.

“The Ancillary?” Allen questioned.

“Yes.”

“Remind me who that is?”

“We believe she’s one of, if not the, second in command to the Teacher - the nut who’s in charge of the Reborn. FBI Special Agent James DeWitt is currently escorting her and the so called ‘Witness’, Melissa Jones, to an extraction point. We’re hoping to get them to an off the books location and then convince the Ancillary to tell us everything she knows.”

“Presumably starting with her name.” Lenns commented sarcastically.

“You don’t know her real name?” Allen asked incredulously.

“No.” He returned. “There’s no record of her in any database, other than the fact that she was identified as being in charge of the Seraph attack.”

“And we’ve learned nothing more about the Seraph attack that might be of use in our current situation?” Allen questioned.

“Nothing more than is already documented: they deployed the Reborn virus then broadcast the slaughter via the internet. Melissa Jones was there on vacation. She’s a journalist who survived reporting on the civil war in Galgambwe, where she received some training by private military contractors on firearm usage. That training came in handy. She managed to rescue the last of the hostages from the Seraph Hotel and Casino, and defeated the majority of the Reborn soldiers to boot. She also learned that they call her the ‘Witness’, as the Teacher has identified her as the one who will essentially write the new gospel of how the world fell and was reborn to be a place where there is no corruption and the strong willed, the Reborn and those who join them, can thrive. To help her achieve that goal, they made sure she was immune to the virus, along with what we believe to be between one and five percent of all people across the world; everyone else is immediately turned. The unlucky bastards who are immune but aren’t deemed strong enough to join the Reborn don’t get to walk away though. They’re consumed by the infected while alive, and their flesh retards the decomposition process, enabling the infected to last longer.” The FBI Director recounted. Allen nodded.

“Well, gentlemen, it’s been two weeks since the global outbreak of the Reborn virus began. Let’s hope the situation is looking brighter by the time we reach the third.” Allen announced.
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“Miss Jones, please try to remain calm.” Agent DeWitt told her, firmly but politely. It took every ounce of her internal strength to not slap his face. Instead she bit her cheek, a faint taste of blood as she bit a little too hard. Melissa had become a survivor out of necessity, and right then the survivor part of her brain screamed that sitting in the back of a truck being escorted by the FBI to a place they adamantly, even aggressively, refused to reveal, was the stupidest thing she could be doing. In addition, the fact that the Ancillary sat across from her smiling, just as she had been doing for practically the whole of the last two days, had gone past being frustrating: it was filling her with genuine rage. They hadn’t changed her clothing, leaving her in the white robe and slippers - very much like the ones she’d worn in the Seraph - but her wrists were secured with metal handcuffs. That hadn’t put a damper on her relentless smiling, however. More frustratingly to Melissa, the Ancillary would occasionally try to engage Melissa in polite conversation, to which Melissa would respond with silence because she couldn’t trust herself to speak without repeating a number of crude expletives learned from the mercenaries in Galgambwe, and she wanted to believe she was above that.

Roy Snipes was also in the back of the truck with them; he looked uncomfortable, no doubt his still-healing leg wound was aggravated by the confined space and near constant sitting. Dressed in the same suit he’d been wearing when he accompanied Melissa to the FBI office in Washington, he’d taken the jacket off, folded it on his lap and rolled the sleeves of his white shirt up; he seemed as comfortable as he could be in the armored vest he was wearing, but that wasn’t what really concerned Melissa. He had lapsed into a somber mood and only spoke when responding to a question. Melissa understood why. Since they had been forced to flee from Washington, no one had been able to contact the FBI field office in Las Vegas where his wife had supposedly been taken after the outbreaks began. He had given up asking DeWitt to try to discover her whereabouts or an assurance that she was still safe, as the agent had stopped making calls when there had been no response from Washington after a day or two. Roy’s face was a mixture of concern and determination; concern for his wife and determination that he would find her, no matter what was happening in the rest of the world. Melissa had privately sworn to Roy that she would help him, no matter what it took, just as soon as they were free of their FBI escort. The two had formed a strong bond and Melissa believed that neither would willingly allow the other to step into danger alone.

Getting away from their FBI escort, however, wouldn’t be easy. Melissa knew they were planning to hold on to her for as long as it took them to persuade the Ancillary to divulge all of her secrets. She had declared she would only talk with Melissa present, and although she had revealed some facts initially, she had fallen silent since she, Melissa and Roy were herded into the armored truck they were currently travelling in. All the Ancillary had done since then, other than smile at Melissa whenever she looked in her direction, was look incredibly pleased with herself, as though everything was going exactly as she wanted and she didn’t have a care in the world. Knowing what Melissa did of the Reborn, her actions could have been a small but necessary part of an elaborate plan. However, also knowing how manipulative and deceitful the Ancillary was, it could also have been a front that hid her concern. Somehow though, Melissa didn’t think it was the latter.

So far, their journey with the FBI had had a fairly uniform pattern, more so after they had left Washington D.C. Whenever they made their way to a supposedly clear extraction point for a helicopter, it would be an unsuccessful endeavor. No matter where they went the Reborn arrived before the helicopter and they were forced to flee, not wanting to risk a gun battle in the middle of a city or town for fear of drawing in an overwhelming number of infected. Even though they had left them behind, the memory of the huge numbers of infected in Washington was enough to send a chill down Melissa’s spine. She remembered too what had happened in the Seraph, how sickening it had been that so many people, there to enjoy the fabled delights of star studded shows and gambling casinos, had been turned. But those numbers paled in comparison to the number of infected once the virus had been released in a city. Tens of thousands had been turned within the first twenty four hours. The military and police had all scrambled to react and save as many as they could, but wherever a safe zone was created, the Reborn either attacked directly with overwhelming firepower, or snuck an agent inside to deploy the virus. The journey since Washington could best be described as a giant game of cat and mouse; unfortunately for Melissa, she wasn’t the cat. The Reborn pursued them doggedly from place to place. It honestly didn’t make any sense; DeWitt had checked their vehicle and those of their escorts for some kind of tracking device, and they had all been called upon to dispose of their cell phones. How they had been tracked was a mystery, but the Reborn were persistent. Eventually, DeWitt had been given coded instructions over the radio to go to the emergency rendezvous point known only to him, the pilot and his immediate superior - whoever the hell that was, Melissa thought irately - and since that order they’d been eating up the miles, but at least it was with a purpose and with a safe destination in mind. And then they had been forced to stop to fill the fuel tank again. Until that point, DeWitt had been relaying the directions, one step at a time, to the driver through the small grill separating the front from the back. Did that mean, Melissa mused, he thought someone in their group had a way to inform the Reborn of their current position? After everything they had been through, nothing would surprise her - though it seemed highly unlikely. They were all hand-picked by DeWitt himself. Whatever was going on, she was becoming increasingly frustrated with the situation; she’d been wearing the same tatty jeans, shirt and boots for days without an opportunity to clean up, and the uncomfortable tactical vest she’d been given was starting to get on her nerves.

Someone banged on the outside of the vehicle and Melissa realized that their brief stop was coming to an end. A few moments later, the truck rumbled into life, then Melissa felt it begin to move. They pulled out of whatever gas station they’d stopped in and rumbled forward. Once on the road again, they drove at speed, slowing only when they were about to make a turn. What Melissa saw looking through the grill to peer out of the front window was what appeared to be a street with some kind of functional buildings on the left, businesses perhaps, and a grassy area on the right. As they drove, Melissa looked at the Ancillary and saw her perk up when their gazes met.

“Are you expecting your friends to rescue you?” Melissa asked her pointedly, deciding it was about time the Ancillary explained why she was so calm.

“Hmm?” The Ancillary questioned.

“You’ve been sitting there looking pretty damn chilled.”

“Oh, you mean do I think the Teacher will allow me to rot in a prison cell after obeying his instructions? Of course not! The Teacher loves me, as he loves you, Melissa; as he loves all those who have the strength to survive. I’ve proved my strength, as have you and Roy. The rest of these people,” the Ancillary commented, looking around at the agents in the truck, “their test still awaits them.”

The Ancillary closed her eyes, seemingly interested in napping. Melissa glanced over at DeWitt, and saw he was eyeing the Ancillary with a slightly hostile expression. After shaking his head, he reached up with his hand to press the talk button on the radio clipped to the side of his vest.

“All units, stay sharp. Watch the windows, watch the rooftops.” He instructed. Melissa didn’t hear the replies as they were relayed directly into his earpiece.

They continued speeding along the road for a while, then slowed and made a right turn. A few more turns followed, but then their speed dropped significantly... then permanently. The armoring of the truck muffled the sounds from outside but it was clear to Melissa that there was some kind of commotion going on. Initially, it was movement, and then there were screams, gunshots and sounds of violence, which together brought back more than a few, disturbing memories for her.

“All units, report. What’s going on out there?” DeWitt demanded via the radio. His brow furrowed as he listened to the response. “Damn.” He said to himself.

“What’s happening?” Melissa insisted on knowing. She noticed the Ancillary had now opened her eyes and was watching intently.

“There’s a group of infected surging in at an intersection ahead. The local police are fighting back, but are telling us most of the city is overrun. We might need to go around the intersection here, it depends how long it takes for them to cut them down.” DeWitt informed her.

The wait was uncomfortable, or rather, their inactivity was unnerving, making Melissa wish DeWitt had chosen to go around instead of maintaining their position, completely unaware of what was happening outside. It felt to her like an invitation to the horde of infected to break through the roadblock and advance towards them. The sounds of gunfire grew in frequency, and Melissa was sure she could hear the baying of the infected too; hungry, angry, or pitiable moans and howls escaping their dead throats, even through the heavy armor of the truck. It hadn’t occurred to Melissa to question why they made sounds at all until now. Was it some leftover remnant of the human impulse to communicate? Or was it nothing more than the sound an animal would make before it pounced, a threatening noise to frighten its prey? Perhaps, but Melissa didn’t get the opportunity to complete her musing. She heard a huge, violent explosion that rocked the truck slightly, then louder, much closer gunfire erupted all around them, the sound of bullets hitting the armored truck clear to all within.

“Secure the prisoner!” DeWitt ordered the other agents, and then spoke into his radio once more. “What’s going on out there?”

Gunfire was still raging outside, and when she looked out through the grill, Melissa saw flames and a torrent of black smoke; it seemed their front escort vehicle had been destroyed by some kind of explosion. DeWitt approached the rear doors and opened them. The sounds from outside flooded in like a rising tide: gunfire, screaming and the baying of the infected. It was all so close, so real, and seemingly drawn from her dark, lived-through nightmare from the past. Melissa earnestly wished she had a gun.

“Get ready! We’ll find cover in one of the nearby buildings!” He instructed. Melissa looked at him, and then at the scene beyond him. The SUV that had been their rear escort was about ten feet behind them, and the tactical agents were engaged in a violent gun battle with someone who had the advantage of height - across the street on their left. All the agents could do was duck behind the doors, pop out to fire a salvo of gunfire back at their aggressors and return into cover before a barrage of return fire slammed against the reinforced steel of the SUV’s body. The street beyond them seemed relatively clear, but the infected wouldn’t be far away.

“Oh shit.” Melissa said softly to herself. DeWitt carefully looked to his right, and saw a building that seemed to satisfy him.

“There! That shop there, it’s not shuttered!”

“I don’t think—” Melissa started, but she was drowned out by a sudden explosion; a rocket had been fired at the SUV behind them, and now it was rolling away as a fiery wreck toward the store DeWitt had identified. Melissa saw two of the agents crushed as the SUV rolled over them and another was engulfed in the fiery blast; the fourth having been obliterated by the initial explosion.

His initial plan no longer viable, DeWitt turned to scan the left side of the street, and, after a moment, seemed to come to a decision. The tactical agents behind Melissa and the agents who were escorting the Ancillary stood ready, looking to their leader to give them instructions.

“There’s a store we should be able to get in on the opposite side of the street. It’s underneath them, so we won’t take fire from above or from the rocket launcher once we’re inside. Lay down covering fire while we get our passengers across.”

“Hey, give me a gun and I’ll be a lot more than just a passenger.” Melissa stated, feeling slightly offended by his comment.

“No chance.” DeWitt shot back. “Okay, on my three: one, two, three!” He called out, before moving cleanly out and into the street. He raised his weapon and quickly found targets, firing up towards one of the buildings. The tactical agents followed him out, raising their assault rifles and firing short bursts in the same direction.

“Get moving!” DeWitt instructed. Melissa moved forward, followed by the Ancillary, her escort close behind her, with Roy bringing up the rear. DeWitt pointed to their destination across the street, and Melissa saw that it seemed to be a small restaurant. Melissa turned and grabbed onto Roy to give him extra support and together they broke into a run towards it. The Reborn, at least that’s who Melissa deduced they were, began to fire. She risked a quick look over her shoulder and saw that DeWitt had started his run, while the Ancillary was practically being carried under the arms by the two FBI agents escorting her. Bullets slammed into the pavement and ricocheted across the ground, fired from the roof of the building they were heading towards. Melissa turned back and saw she’d reached the door of the shop. It was a glass front, with the opening times and the logo drawn in fancy gold lettering. Melissa shoulder slammed into the door, hoping it would swing easily inward, but she was denied. Grabbing the handle, she yanked on it, thinking that perhaps it was a pull door, but it held fast.

“Move!” DeWitt called out as he raised his weapon. He shot the glass several times, causing it to splinter and then shoulder charged through, shattering it completely. Melissa and Roy followed him and went to the nearest moveable table, planning on using it to block the door once the others were through. She watched as the two tactical agents were forced back into the truck to take cover as an intense salvo was unloaded in their direction. The two agents carrying the Ancillary moved quickly, and strangely she wasn’t struggling against them in any way. She seemed just as calm as she had before the truck was attacked – making no attempt to escape, as Melissa assumed she would when help was so close at hand - until the agent on her right was shot in the neck. As his blood splashed her face, the Ancillary let out a chuckle - the kind a child would make when he or she was tickled or enjoying some other kind of innocent fun - and it made Melissa hate her even more than she did already. Grinding her teeth, Melissa darted out, hearing DeWitt protesting behind her as she did - ordering her to stay in the restaurant. Melissa reached the agent, grabbed him by the collar of his armor and began dragging him with both hands. DeWitt had followed her, to help to secure the Ancillary and get her into the restaurant, while the two remaining tactical agents sprang out from the truck and opened fire at the Reborn on the roof. This caused a break in the barrage that was closing in on Melissa, giving her the moments she needed to reach cover once more. She managed to get the agent through the door and continued to drag him until they were near the back of the room.

“Come on!” DeWitt called out, but from her position Melissa couldn’t see if the agents were moving, nor could she tell whether they were still firing or if the shots she could hear were coming from the Reborn. She concentrated on trying to tend to the agent’s wound, but blood was spraying out in big, arterial spurts. She held her hand over his wound and pressed firmly.

“Maria.” He whispered, seemingly delusional in his final moments. To offer what comfort she could, Melissa leaned closer to his face and began to whisper in his ear.

“I’m here. I’m here.” She told him softly. Looking at him, she saw that the agent was smiling... but within moments he went limp, the blood flow diminished, and then ceased altogether.

“Damn it!” Melissa roared angrily, her eyes venomous as she glared at the Ancillary, who was wearing a broad smile as the blood of the young agent dripped from her face and soaked into her vestment.

Melissa moved towards DeWitt, who was standing in the doorway. For the first time, Melissa was able to try to read the situation in the street. They had been forced to halt at a crossroads; a large roadblock had been erected on one avenue of the intersection by police vehicles, which was presumably what had caused the initial holdup. The sound of gunfire was constant, and from what Melissa could see, she and the others were under attack from the Reborn, who had now also managed to get soldiers in position across the street; on the roof of a building overlooking their current position. Not only that, the Reborn assault had created holes in the police line so that the infected were now forcing their way through, widening the gaps as several of them attacked the officer nearest to them. In the confusion caused by the sudden assault, the police began firing wildly, not hitting all of the infected cleanly in the head or at the very least incapacitating them with shots through their legs. Suddenly, more infected arrived, so now they were spilling into both ends of street where the restaurant they were sheltering in was located, cutting off all avenues of escape. The tactical agents sheltering near the truck were torn between firing on the Reborn and executing the advancing infected. Eventually, perhaps having decided they stood a better chance of survival if they joined the rest of the group, they tried to move out. Instantly, one was taken down by a low shot to the leg, forcing his partner to drag him back to the relative safety of the truck. Meanwhile, the infected were slowly but surely closing in. DeWitt fired off a few shots, dropping one or two, but there were always more ready to take their place. Some were peeling off towards the restaurant, attracted by the gunfire and no doubt the smell of blood and flesh.

“Move!” Melissa barked, grabbing one of the tables and shoving it towards the door. DeWitt darted back and helped Melissa lift it and wedge it in front of the doorway. The table didn’t fit easily, and it wouldn’t provide much resistance against anyone - infected or Reborn - who pressed against it. Melissa quickly moved chairs over to it, wedging them under the table as tightly as she could. Roy assisted her, and as they shored up their ineffective barricade, the first of the infected reached it. DeWitt raised his gun and began to take aim, but Melissa had other plans.

“No!” She hissed, grabbing one of the wooden chairs by the leg and snapping it off with a hard kick. She leaned across the table as the infected began to clamber forward, and jabbed the wooden shard into its face. Gunfire erupted from the truck again, and the infected that had been making their way towards the restaurant turned away, distracted by the sound.

“Kill them quietly when you can.” Melissa told DeWitt. “Only shoot them when it’s absolutely necessary.”

As he reached for the radio and began trying to raise other police units who he hoped would be in the vicinity for assistance, Melissa hurried to the agent who had bled out. She mouthed an apology before she crouched down beside him to take his pistol from its holster, and then she searched his body for spare ammunition clips, finding two in his jacket. It wasn’t a lot, but it was better than nothing and more than she would have had if DeWitt had had his way. Melissa returned to the front of the restaurant and looked through the window. She was just in time to see the infected closing in on the truck. Outnumbered, the tactical agents retreated fully inside and began to pull the doors shut. They were, however, seconds too late. The infected grabbed onto the edges of the doors and prevented them from closing. In a heartbeat they began to push their way inside, and while several fell to a hail of bullets, another group of six approached the truck with a dozen or more behind them. They were doomed and all Melissa could do was watch.

“I can’t raise HQ or any local law enforcement agencies.” DeWitt said.

“So, we’re on our own? You can’t call for backup?”

“If we can reach the police line, and there are any of them left, they can render us aid. We need to get moving.”

“I think they’ve been overrun... but wait, what do you mean get moving?”

“We need to get you and the Ancillary to the extraction point.” DeWitt explained, still peering through the window watching the infected encircling the truck. The gunfire from the police blockade was diminishing, and Melissa imagined they were either dead or in retreat.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea. All we’ve been doing is trying to get to a damn extraction point, and now we get ambushed in a town they shouldn’t have known we were stopping at. Someone, somewhere along the line, is either feeding them information or they’ve got some means of monitoring us we don’t know about. Besides, I don’t think we’re getting back in the truck anytime soon.” Melissa gestured to the infected clamoring against the armored truck across from them.

“This route was classified; for them to have known when and where to hit us means that somehow, that information was leaked.” DeWitt said, almost to himself. It sounded as though he was in agreement with Melissa, but she couldn’t be certain.

DeWitt suddenly looked exasperatedly at her and seemed about to argue, but he didn’t get the chance.

“Special Agent James DeWitt, stand down and allow us to take the Witness and the Ancillary. We will then allow you to leave unharmed.” A loud voice boomed out from across the street; presumably the Reborn were using some sort of loudspeaker, a risky tactic considering the number of infected nearby, but it did indicate to Melissa that they felt confident in their ability to hold back the infected while she and the Ancillary were extracted.

“Two minutes, Special Agent DeWitt. Two minutes, and then we retrieve them ourselves.”

“You should surrender and allow the Witness and me to leave. It’s the best thing for you to do.” The Ancillary piped up cheerfully.

“Shut your mouth!” DeWitt snapped back. He looked to the front of the building and then to the rear. “There’s got to be a back way out of here.”

“They’ve probably got it covered. If we try to run out either way, you’ll get cut down before we make ten feet. We have two minutes, DeWitt, two minutes to prepare our defense.” Melissa told him.

“You’re not in charge here.” DeWitt countered.

“I didn’t say I was. I’m just laying out the facts.” Melissa explained as she took the safety off her gun. “All I know for sure is I’m not letting them get to me or that bitch without a fight. Roy, give me a hand.”

Two minutes wasn’t long, but it was just enough time for Melissa to find what she needed. Melissa, Roy and the surviving agent quickly searched the restaurant for anything they could use to defend themselves, but there wasn’t much: an assortment of knives and some metal trays that probably wouldn’t block a bullet. There was a walk in refrigerator in far left corner of the kitchen and a back door in the opposite corner that no doubt led into an alleyway behind the building, but Melissa wasn’t able to check as she was concerned that opening the door might trigger the Reborn assault preemptively. When deciding where to store the Ancillary so she wouldn’t cause trouble it was an easy choice for Melissa; she had even smiled to herself as she shuttled the Ancillary into the refrigerator. If she was cold she was showing no sign of it, and was instead still smiling the same cheerful, childlike smile that had crept across her face when the agent had been killed beside her. The temptation to tell her to chill out was immense, but Melissa resisted the urge, shut the door and slipped a knife she’d picked up into the catch so it couldn’t be forced open from the inside. The surviving agent looked at Melissa expectantly, as if he knew she had lived through the attack on the Seraph and was willing her to understand he would follow her orders in exchange for a chance to survive. Momentarily, Melissa was lost for words and wished Roy was still with them, but after helping them to find anything that might be of use, he had gone into the main restaurant area with DeWitt to maneuver some tables for cover.

“What’s your name?” She asked quietly.

“Kevin Jones.”

“Huh.” Melissa remarked offhandedly. She would’ve laughed at the coincidence of their shared last name if they didn’t have less than a minute until the Reborn burst into the restaurant. With Roy’s help, DeWitt had successfully created a firing line they could use, but depending on the severity of the Reborn assault, it might not hold for long. A brief discussion had previously taken place - more Melissa giving orders than an actual conversation - and it was decided that DeWitt and the Kevin would cover the front, the most obvious place of attack - although there was no guarantee of that - while Melissa and Roy covered the rear. DeWitt had started to argue, believing they should all stay together, but thought better of it when Melissa reminded him that they had an incredibly short amount of time left.

“Go and help DeWitt, Kevin.” Melissa instructed, and he immediately turned and headed to the front of the building where DeWitt was readying himself. There wasn’t much to use by way of cover in the kitchen. Along the exterior wall between the refrigerator and the door lay sinks and areas for chopping and rinsing vegetables. Ovens and hobs were arranged along the right wall and a row of cupboards lined the wall opposite. An island in the center of the room featured food preparation areas and an area with heated lamps to keep food warm until it was passed through the service hatch in the centre of the remaining wall - which had a door to its right, opposite the refrigerator that led into the restaurant. Melissa took cover behind the island, at a tile covered column across from the rear door and to the left of the ovens. It seemed the safest place to stand when the bullets started to fly - at least she hoped that would turn out to be the case.

Roy had returned to the kitchen and was hunkered down behind the centre of the island, armed with the spare gun DeWitt had been carrying in an ankle holster to help her keep the back door locked down if the Reborn decided to make their insertion through the rear of the building.  Melissa took position against the column, raised her weapon and aimed it towards the door. If they breached the room the way they breached rooms in the Seraph, then they might try to toss in stun grenades, unless they were concerned about accidentally wounding the Ancillary. A lot of ifs, buts and maybes, Melissa thought, so she just prepared herself to react to anything.

“Hanging in there, Roy?” Melissa asked.

“For now.” He responded gruffly.

It had to have been two minutes, maybe a little longer. Any second now they’d be coming; through the front, if DeWitt was right, the back, or both. Melissa looked out through the service hatch in the wall behind her, which separated the kitchen and dining room. She could see the front window and the infected roaming freely in the street beyond it. A few were pressed up against the glass, while others were moving towards the burning wreckage of the SUV. Then Melissa heard a noise above her; a few soft, cautious footsteps by the sound of it.

“Oh, hell!” Melissa said under her breath. It hadn’t occurred to her until now, but there were almost certainly apartments above them; the building, she recalled, had been pretty tall, and access was most likely achievable from a separate door on the street, and it would have taken very little effort for the Reborn on the roof to move to this new position.

“DeWitt!” Melissa called out, but it was too late. An explosive was detonated in the central part of the restaurant ceiling, blasting a hole from the apartment above to the restaurant below. Debris rained down in a cascade of smoke and dust, followed by gunfire. Two Reborn dressed in black instantly started rappelling down the ropes they had dropped in the confusion following the explosion, but DeWitt and Kevin had recovered quickly and were firing their weapons at them. A few of their shots hit the Reborn’s body armor, but others slammed into their heads or necks, dropping them to the ground. Melissa considered turning to help, but then the back door exploded inwards, the metal door coming off its hinges as it was flung roughly against the opposite wall. Melissa ducked behind the column for a moment, waiting for the debris from the explosion to settle, and then leaned out, firing wildly into the opening. She aimed high, hoping to go straight for the head or neck, and she was rewarded with a kill moments later. The first Reborn to push in slumped to the floor, his blood spraying over a countertop next to a sink as he went down. A second approached more cautiously, firing at Melissa and forcing her into cover. Melissa heard gunfire close by and looked for the source; Roy was leaning up over the island firing at the second Reborn. The latter darted back and Roy took cover a microsecond before automatic gunfire cut into the kitchen, tearing up the wall around the service hatch and sending chunks of tile and masonry raining down to the floor. Melissa peeked out and saw the Reborn had started moving into the room, his weapon spraying as he fired wildly from the hip. She ducked a little lower and leaned out, firing blindly in the hope she could push him back. Melissa heard a grunt, perhaps of pain, and when she peered around the edge she saw a figure slinking around the doorway in retreat. Unfortunately, Melissa hadn’t been keeping track of her ammunition expenditure, but hoped she still had a few shots left. With her free hand, she felt for the spare ammunition clip in her pocket and grabbed it, ready to reload as soon as she heard the first telltale click of the gun being empty.

Melissa could hear escalating gunfire in the restaurant and risked a quick glance over her shoulder. The Reborn were firing on DeWitt and Kevin from above, and another of their number had rappelled down and was taking awkward cover in a booth on the left. Bullets exploded through the front windows - showering the restaurant with broken glass - as Reborn from across the street launched a salvo in an effort to suppress or kill. But much worse than that, the infected in the street were now converging on the front of the restaurant; reaching out towards their prey, moaning and groaning as the bullets flew overhead.

“Help them, Roy, I’ve got this!” Melissa barked; Roy didn’t answer, not wanting to draw attention to himself. Despite having impaired mobility from his wounded knee, he managed to move in a crouched position and stay in cover, advancing into the front of the restaurant to aid the FBI agents.

Fresh shots rang out from the back door, causing Melissa to refocus her attention there. She leaned the gun around the corner and fired blindly again, hoping to push her attacker back, but after three squeezes on the trigger, the gun was empty. Melissa pulled the weapon back, hit the release catch, dropped the expended magazine and slammed the replacement into the slot. She chambered the round and heard encroaching boot steps. Melissa waited patiently until she saw the first suggestion of her target coming around the column, aimed roughly where his head would be and squeezed the trigger, executing him before he even laid eyes on her. She fired into the outer doorway again, hoping to push back any further incursions and buy herself a few seconds to loot the corpse at her feet. Slipping the gun into the front of her jeans, she kicked the corpse over, knelt down and freed the assault rifle the still twitching corpse was holding and pulled the strap over her head. She saw a shape appear in the doorway out the corner of her eye, so threw herself onto her side, the weapon raised and pointing at the doorway. She unloaded a trio of three round bursts into the form; two bursts were most likely caught in the chest armor, but she felt confident she had winged him or her with the third.

Melissa reached over and grabbed a spare ammunition clip that was half sticking out from the top of the tactical vest of the Reborn she’d killed, and got back into position behind the pillar. This time she took aim at the Reborn hiding in the booth and, as he peered out, she took careful aim and executed him with a well placed headshot. Melissa twisted back the other way, ready to engage the Reborn she could already hear getting ready to enter through the back door. She looked down and saw a stun grenade clipped to the vest of the corpse. Quick as a flash, she let the assault rifle hang from the strap, retrieved it and pulled the pin before lobbing it towards the doorway. She heard a desperate cry from someone to get into cover, but it was too late; the grenade exploded and screams filled the air. Melissa moved forward, pressing the brief advantage she had, and positioned herself beside the outer door frame. She leaned out to the left and executed two more Reborn who were shuffling away to safety, but as she turned to the right, all she saw was the stock of a gun coming at her.

The Reborn cracked her across the face, knocking her back and to the ground, and while Melissa was stunned he began to push into the room. Melissa’s sense of self-preservation forced her to ignore the pain in her jaw. She raised her rifle and fired wildly at the doorway, hearing a grunt of pain a moment later. She saw her target dart back out and to the right. Melissa took the seconds she had to spare to drag herself upright; she had been about to bring the rifle to the ready when he darted in again - the bullet that struck him obviously having been caught by his vest as there was no sign of injury. He had slung his weapon back over his shoulder and obviously aimed to engage her in hand to hand combat. First, he swatted her rifle to the right and then grabbed the barrel, his glove protecting him from the heated metal. He followed it up by twisting his body and shoulder charging Melissa, the impact winding her and knocking the weapon from her hands - although it still clung to her via the strap. He tried to punch her, but telegraphed the blow, enabling Melissa to move her head out of the way, feeling the air move as his clenched fist swept past her face. Before he could bring his arm back to swing at her again, she put her palms to his chest and shoved as hard as she could, sending him back a few paces. The breathing room it gave her allowed her to recover for a moment, but then he closed in on her again, his large, powerful hands gripping her throat. He began to choke her, and almost at once Melissa felt a burning sensation in her lungs. In desperation she scanned his body and saw a knife in his combat vest that was just within reach. She reached for it and snatched at the hilt, but his reactions were swift. Removing one of his meaty paws from her neck, he grabbed her hand as it tightened around the knife’s grip. He was still choking her, and Melissa was beginning to feel the effects of oxygen starvation, but through the fog that was trying to wrap itself around her brain she suddenly recalled a weapon that gave her one more chance of survival. Determinedly, she used her free hand to reach for the pistol secured in her jeans - trying to grab it awkwardly as the grip was the other way. He saw what she was attempting to do and tightened his hold on her throat even more. Miraculously, Melissa managed to remain focused and pulled the weapon free. He stepped forward, obviously expecting her to bring the weapon up for a headshot and so blocked the move, but she instead aimed at his leg, blowing out his left kneecap and then quickly firing two shots into his right thigh. He dropped to his knees on the ground before her, bleeding and screaming. Melissa yanked the knife free as his grip loosened on both her hand and her neck, and then jammed it into his face before kicking him backwards.

Coughing and momentarily weakened, Melissa stuffed the pistol into the back of her jeans then took a moment to catch her breath. She shuffled forward to the doorway and tried to scope out more targets either way in the alley; it was long and wide, running behind all of the shops and another restaurant on the street. A few large dumpsters stood here and there, with waste scattered around them on the dusty floor. There was a fire escape lowered, which was presumably how the Reborn got onto the roof and back down to street level after firing on them while they made their run to the restaurant and also into the apartment above. At the end to the left, Melissa could see the infected beginning to gather, although it was clear on the right. Satisfied, she retreated through the kitchen and returned to DeWitt, Kevin and Roy. They had either successfully defeated all of the Reborn upstairs, or the Reborn had retreated; whatever had happened, there was no gunfire at that moment. Some order must have been given for a general withdrawal, as the Reborn on the rooftop across from them had also ceased their assault. The infected, however, were surrounding the front of the restaurant. A few of them were trying to push down the ramshackle obstacles blocking the door, and those that DeWitt and Kevin had hastily pushed against the windows after the Reborn had fired and shattered the glass.

“Did you headshot all the soldiers?” Melissa demanded as she walked into the room.

“Uncertain. Some, but not all I think.” DeWitt replied.

“You’ve got to hit them in the head. They’re probably all wired up with a virus injector attached to a heart monitor.” Melissa announced angrily. She approached the nearest of the corpses, looking carefully up through the ruined roof of the room as she passed, and then retrieved a knife from the combat vest of a dead Reborn. She quickly set about skewering the dead Reborn through the head, even the ones who appeared to have a bullet wound, ensuring none of them could reanimate. She followed this up by grabbing an empty sheath for the knife and attaching it to her own vest, wiping the blood off the blade on the leg of the sheath’s owner before slipping it into its housing. Next, she set to looting the rest of the corpses, gathering up all the ammunition she could find. Roy and DeWitt joined her, taking one of the assault rifles each. Roy tossed a third to Kevin, and then he too began to scavenge for more ammunition. The infected were clamoring against the windows and the doorway, incensed by the smell of fresh meat and the recent gunfire.

“We’ve got to move. This is a terrible place to try to defend.” DeWitt announced.

“I agree, but we’re not going to be making it to your extraction point on foot with them chasing us.” Melissa countered, gesturing with her head to the infected. “Not to mention, the Reborn are almost certainly going regroup and follow us.”

“We have to keep moving towards it though. We can secure another vehicle and keep pressing on.” DeWitt told her dismissively.

“No, we won’t!” Melissa rebutted aggressively as she shoved ammunition into her pockets. Calming down, Melissa took a deep breath and then looked at DeWitt with a cautioning look.

“Listen, I get you have your orders, and I know you’re just trying to do your best in an unbelievable situation. But the book went out the window the moment they shot our escorts with rocket launchers. They know where we’re going, they know what we’re trying to do, and they sure as hell aren’t going to let us do it. We need to do what they don’t expect.”

DeWitt watched Melissa for a few seconds and then nodded slowly.

“What do you think we should do, Melissa?” Roy asked.

“First of all, where the hell are we?” Melissa wanted to know.

“A city called Brownwater. It’s pretty big, close to a few hundred thousand people.” DeWitt informed her.

“Okay, that’s potentially a lot of infected.”

“Wherever we go, that’s going to be the case. The Reborn have hit just about everywhere.” DeWitt replied.

“Then we find a vehicle, get out of the city and head across country.” Melissa stated, seizing her opportunity to keep her promise to Roy. “We’re going to Vegas to collect Roy’s wife.”

“I can’t allow that.” DeWitt argued.

“Think about it, Agent. They’re expecting us to want to offload the Ancillary to some kind of military or police facility. They’re expecting us to keep moving towards this extraction point or whatever you want to call it. They’re not expecting us to take the Ancillary across country.”

“It’d take us a couple of days to drive to Vegas, even if we assume all the roads are clear. Do you really think we can trust her for that long?”

“The Ancillary wants me; she wants Roy too. I’m thinking her mission is to go wherever we go. She won’t try to escape.”

“She might try to kill your escort though.”

“There’re a lot of things that are going to try to do that wherever we go. Besides, you’ve been stringing us along by telling us that after we’ve been extracted Roy will be reunited with his wife. If we’re not going to extraction, then we’re going to his wife to make sure she’s safe.”

“I think you’re forgetting who’s in charge here.” DeWitt countered bluntly. Melissa rolled her neck to try and ease some of the tension she was feeling.

“Listen, we can argue, we can go back and forth and you can try to throw your weight around and tell me you’re in charge. But I’ve done this shit before; I’ve walked through the infected and I know how we can do it without getting killed. The Reborn are after me, Roy and that bitch in the fridge, so I’m going to do whatever it takes to ensure we’re not taken by them. If you’re not going my way, then you’re going on your own.” Melissa told DeWitt firmly. The two stared each other down for a few moments, and just as it seemed that DeWitt was going to continue arguing, Kevin piped up.

“To be fair to her plan, sir, the Vegas field office was something of a stronghold the last we heard. It could be as good a defensible position to interrogate the Ancillary as any other.”

DeWitt shot him a withering look, and after a moment glanced at Roy.

“I’m with her.” Roy stated defiantly.

“Fine.” DeWitt said dejectedly. “But if we have an opportunity to be extracted and we can safely take advantage of it, we try for it. Understood?” He demanded.

Melissa nodded, but both of them knew she was done following his orders.
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Taking the lead, Melissa told the group to loot the collars from the corpses of the Reborn and snap them in position around their necks, checking afterwards that the green operational light was steady, which proved they were still working. Satisfied they were all set, Melissa grabbed a fifth collar and one of the Reborn’s military, fabric belts, then crossed to the kitchen, going straight towards the refrigerator. She yanked the knife free, tossed it aside and opened the door. The Ancillary was still standing where she had been left, and although she was shivering, she still smiled happily when she laid eyes on Melissa.

“Move.” Melissa instructed bluntly, and the Ancillary stepped out.

“I see you’ve not lost any of your killer edge.” She commented as she scanned the bodies in the kitchen.

Melissa really wasn’t in the mood to exchange small talk, so she simply indicated the doorway with her head. After a few paces she brought the Ancillary to a halt with an aggressive tap on the shoulder, and then she swiftly clipped the collar around her neck before she could turn around.

“Are we going somewhere?” The Ancillary asked brightly, but Melissa didn’t answer. She grabbed a dish cloth and wiped the blood off the Ancillary’s face, then started wrapping the belt around the lower half, ensuring one part was over her mouth. Melissa pulled it extra tight before fastening the catch mechanism. The Ancillary mumbled something, but Melissa obviously couldn’t understand what she said as the enveloping belt effectively diminished the sounds she emitted, which Melissa hoped it would continue to do until they were a safe distance from the town.

“Is that necessary?” DeWitt asked.

“Do you want to risk her shouting and calling for help when we’re in the middle of the infected?” Melissa asked rhetorically.

“I thought you said... ” DeWitt started, but Melissa cut him off.

“Yeah, I know what I said, but I’d rather be sure when it comes to her.” Melissa told him as she grabbed the Ancillary by the shoulders and pulled her around.

The Ancillary mumbled again, although her eyes expressed her continued lack of concern over her current situation.

“Okay, this is how it’s going to work. You’re going to do exactly as I say; not him, not the other guy, me.” Melissa instructed fiercely, pointing at the two FBI agents. “If you don’t, I’ll rip the collar from your neck, put a bullet in your knee and you can appreciate what your infected do first hand. And if I can’t for some reason, Roy will be more than happy to.”

Roy nodded in agreement.

Melissa spun the Ancillary again, grabbed her by the shoulder and pushed her towards the back door. DeWitt fell in behind Melissa - the assault rifle he’d looted held at the ready - with Roy at his back and Kevin bringing up the rear. At the door Melissa overtook the Ancillary and led the way into the alleyway, turning left towards the gathering infected. She didn’t relish the idea of moving through them, but they urgently needed to reach a working vehicle.

Melissa inched forward along the alleyway. The infected were milling about ahead of them, some becoming distracted by distant gunfire and shuffling away, others lingering and lurking like an unliving barrier. She paused until the Ancillary came level and then caught her by the elbow with one hand while she gripped her assault rifle with the other, holding it off to the side. As they approached the street, DeWitt slipped around to the front and cautiously approached the infected; his eyes scanning left and right for any sign of the Reborn, who appeared to have totally withdrawn, which all four of them found suspicious. While he did so, Melissa quickly looked back to check the other end of the alleyway and saw there were a few infected gathered there now, but it was a smaller group than those they were about to pass through and they didn’t appear interested in following them - further proving the collars were working. Melissa faced ahead and continued moving forwards. They were advancing along the wall, and as they did Roy kept a close watch above them, to ensure there were no Reborn waiting to ambush them from the rooftops. It was prudent, as Melissa too felt another attack was likely as they made their way to a vehicle to escape the dire threat hanging over the town. They were near the exit of the alley now, and the infected were close by. However, despite the double and triple checking they’d undertaken to ensure all their collars were active, plus the fact that those in the rear continued to ignore them, Melissa still found it alarming to be amongst them again. It brought back memories of the bad collar experience Melissa had endured in the Seraph, and she shuddered a little at the thought.

DeWitt pressed on, assault rifle in hand, and began to jostle his way into the crowd. Melissa knew keeping in sight of each other would be difficult if he moved too quickly, so she gave an encouraging press of her palm on the Ancillary’s shoulder and quickened her pace, something the Ancillary complied with. As DeWitt vanished into the infected, Melissa couldn’t help but wonder why the Ancillary was being so submissive. She was displaying a comfort and ease with her current situation that filled Melissa with dread, but now wasn’t the time to ponder either the Ancillary’s behavior or her own instinctive distrust of it. Survival was all that mattered at that moment, so with a tight grip on her prisoner, Melissa forged a path into the infected. Although they had hardly been sparse at the entrance of the alleyway, they were in huge numbers towards the cross section on the left. Hundreds of them were swarming around the police barricade, newcomers attracted by the gun battle that had erupted both there and in the restaurant. Melissa moved her head so she could see DeWitt and focused on keeping pace with him, occasionally looking back to ensure Roy and Kevin were still following. Roy, who hadn’t dealt with the infected directly, had an admirable sense of calm on his features, no doubt from his years in the police service. Kevin, a junior agent perhaps, had a very nervous attitude, but so far was keeping his cool. The infected, docile and uninterested in them as they moved past thanks to the collars they were wearing, tried to move around them in search of prey. They were just like the ones in the casino area of the Seraph; for the most part confused looking but with a quiet calmness amongst those closest to the suppressing effect of the collar. The ones further out would move agitatedly towards them, only to slow down and become pacified as they grew nearer. Others would be distracted by the distant sounds of combat, a scream, or the sound of a helicopter, which Melissa noted wasn’t all that far away from them, but she remained focused on moving forward. She was grateful, but also slightly puzzled that the Ancillary was still cooperating, considering this would be a good time to try to make a run for it.

Melissa felt one of the infected brush up against her as she passed it; turning, she saw it tremble and sniff at the air. It turned its head and looked vaguely in Melissa’s direction, causing her to quickly check that her collar was still functioning properly. Thankfully it was, and a heartbeat later the infected lost interest and turned back the other way. She breathed a sigh of relief and refocused on the way forward.

The infected were more densely packed as they approached the intersection, and from what she could see, DeWitt was trying to maneuver them to allow Melissa and the others to pass more easily. She pressed on, though she felt a nauseating wave of claustrophobia at having the infected so close. She heard their low, guttural sounds, the soft murmurs and moans, and beyond the edge of the collars effectiveness, the louder, angrier sounds. Melissa took a deep, calming breath and kept moving forward. In the back of her mind however, she was aware that the sound of the helicopter was getting louder and was also certain it was heading in their direction. As it grew closer still, it began to have an adverse effect on the infected. Those furthest away from the restraint of the collars became more agitated, and when Melissa looked in the direction the sound was coming from, she saw some of them were shuffling away towards it. Melissa couldn’t see it, due to the height of the buildings, but she knew it wouldn’t be long before it was directly overhead. In that scenario, she could only imagine that the sound would be aggravating enough to nullify the suppression of the collars, just like the fire alarm had in the Seraph.

“DeWitt!” Melissa hissed, and he turned to look at her, as did more than a few confused infected. “Hurry!” She insisted sharply.

DeWitt nodded and Roy shuffled ahead to help him clear the infected faster. The Ancillary and Melissa increased their pace and started passing through the intersection, around the fallen barricade the police had established. Melissa’s eyes swept over it and she saw several of the police had been turned, but more than a few poor souls had been immune to the effects of the virus and were still being consumed. Thankfully, Melissa thought, they were dead and unaware their organs and flesh were being ripped free and feasted upon. She forced herself to look away and kept moving in pace with DeWitt and Roy. They were on the south road now, and the scenery didn’t improve. There weren’t as many infected as at the intersection, but through the windows of the buildings Melissa could see infected pressed up against the glass, almost as though they were trying to pass through the solid material. Melissa realized something that hadn’t quite occurred to her until now; any building that was within this danger zone could house infected. If they were forced to re-engage the Reborn, seeking shelter would be extremely difficult. There was no sanctuary, only infected waiting to pounce. Melissa pushed this thought aside and shoved the Ancillary to encourage faster movement, because something of more immediate concern was bothering her. The helicopter was at least twice as loud as it had been moments ago; the pilot was definitely flying in their direction, and when she looked behind her, the infected were becoming angry. The soft murmurs and low groans had now become louder and more menacing; some raising their hands as though trying to swipe at whatever was causing the sound that was irritating them. Others, the ones closer to Melissa and the Ancillary, were now looking in their direction; the suppression effect of the collars was undoubtedly beginning to be nullified.

It seemed both DeWitt and Roy were aware of the situation, and were knocking the infected back with more force. There seemed to be about fifty or so infected in the street now, but spread out, giving them more room to move through them. As Melissa allowed herself to feel hopeful they were going to pass through without incident, those thoughts were suddenly dashed. Turning onto the street, a large, white van was coming in their direction. Melissa hissed at DeWitt and Roy, and then gestured for them to wait, momentarily releasing the Ancillary before grasping her again. The five of them lingered amidst the infected, watching and waiting to see what the driver of the van was going to do. It travelled about halfway down the street, stopping well short of the infected throng; the side door opened as did the driver and passenger doors at the front, and a five man team emerged from within. They wore black and were heavily armed. Melissa first thought they were FBI or local police, but she scrubbed that thought away as fast as it came; they bore no markings of authority, and although she knew little of policing in the United States, she was pretty sure they didn’t travel in plain white vans. The team raised their weapons and began to advance cautiously towards the infected, unaware they were also closing in on Melissa and the others.

Melissa clicked her tongue quietly, attracting DeWitt and Roy once more, and gestured back with her head, indicating they should retreat a little; reluctantly they did so, fading into the crowd of infected and moving with them as they became more roused and disturbed by the encroaching helicopter. It was, Melissa thought, the worst possible timing; they needed to move forward and escape the infected before they went feral at the sound of the helicopter, but leaving the cover of the group would allow them to be detected by the Reborn. Melissa figured if they were seen, they wouldn’t open fire immediately, as they wanted both her and the Ancillary alive, but once they were forced to leave the infected, they’d gun down DeWitt and Kevin for sure; maybe not Roy, but she couldn’t be certain and regardless, she wasn’t going to let any of them die if she could do something about it. The Ancillary was being as compliant as a possible, not attempting to signal her comrades - perhaps afraid of the consequences, but Melissa doubted that. She was certain that the Ancillary was playing a different game.

“What do we do?” Roy mouthed silently at Melissa, dragging her away from her thoughts.

Melissa shrugged in response. They didn’t have any good options; the only solution she could see was to use the infected as a shield for as long as possible, and then emerge with guns blazing. Hopefully that would allow them to take the Reborn by surprise, and maybe that would give them the upper hand. Just like that, Melissa thought wryly to herself.

“Follow.” Melissa mouthed back to Roy. She pushed the Ancillary and moved past him, taking point. She crouched a little lower and forced the Ancillary to do so, advancing through the denser groupings with half an eye kept on the Reborn squad. They had spread out into a firing line; the one in front had advanced more than the others, and Melissa suspected he was surveying the infected, looking for them. Melissa figured the only reason they hadn’t advanced directly into the group was because the helicopter would be on them in a matter of seconds, and they knew just as well as Melissa that it would be too dangerous to be amongst the infected then.

Slowly, methodically, Melissa led them around to the other side of the street. There were no more dense groups to take cover in, no packs that could conceal the movements of the living amongst the undead; they were nearly at the point of battle and Melissa’s heart was pounding in her chest. Melissa looked over her shoulder and saw DeWitt directly behind her, Roy at his side and a very nervous looking Kevin bringing up the rear. She raised her rifle and nodded at them, a gesture Roy returned. They were ready to engage in combat... and it was then that the helicopter moved quickly overhead. The baying of the infected reached fever pitch and the closest turned to regard the feast amongst them with a new interest.

“Now! Run!” Melissa yelled, shoving the Ancillary forward. She momentarily let go of her prisoner and gripped the rifle in both hands, charging forward. She took a series of aimed shots at the two closest Reborn; executing one with a clean headshot and winding the other as two of her shots hit his upper body armor. Roy and DeWitt moved away from the infected, the former’s movements slowed but still determined. They were following Melissa out, engaging the Reborn as they did so. Kevin was firing at a few of the infected that were trailing them, ensuring they weren’t attacked from the rear, while Roy and DeWitt each fired another salvo at the Reborn. The black clad soldier Melissa had winded was clipped in the throat, while the front man of the team was hit in the shoulder. The remaining pair began to return fire as they retreated towards the van, with Melissa firing at them as she continued moving forward. She was bumping the Ancillary to keep her moving as they pushed away from the incensed swarm of infected that were in the rear. DeWitt finished off the downed front man while Roy clipped one of the retreating figures in the back, his body armor preventing a fatal wound. Melissa risked a look over her shoulder and saw the mass of infected were beginning to move in their direction, arms swiping and jaws that were already covered in gore snapping in anticipation of the meal just beyond their reach. Kevin did his best to kill the frontrunners, but there was no way he could kill them all. Looking up, Melissa saw a news helicopter hovering over the intersection and tried to wave them off, but they continued hovering. Melissa cursed the pilot and then refocused on escaping from the maddened horde behind them. They ran up the street, firing at the van to keep the pair of Reborn pinned behind it. In retaliation the latter fired a few shots blindly, which harmlessly shattered windows in the stores beyond their targets.

“To the van!” Melissa ordered, briefly grabbing the Ancillary and spinning her towards their destination, shoving her roughly to get her moving at a faster pace when she appeared to ignore the urgency of her command. Looking again at the infected, Melissa saw that more than twenty were now following them, with others turning to pursue, attracted by the gunfire.

There was still a little under half the street to run along before they reached the vehicle, although reaching it safely was reliant upon the two soldiers showing themselves long enough for a kill shot. There was also the concern that there might be more Reborn concealed on the rooftops, but in that moment there was nothing to be done about that possibility. Melissa heard her weapon click empty, and quickly began to eject the clip while grabbing a spare from a pocket on her vest. She slammed it home, chambered a new round and then kept pushing forward. Melissa glanced back at Kevin and saw that he was walking backwards, lining up headshots to kill the swarm before it could reach them – the only problem was he was falling behind, and the infected were getting closer.

“Move, Kevin!” Melissa barked at him before looking back towards the van. One of the Reborn was ducking out from behind cover, weapon rising. Melissa prepared to take the headshot, but Roy beat her to it, bringing down the Reborn soldier before he had a chance to take aim. Suddenly, glass shattered and rained down onto the street; it was followed moments later by a loud thump on the sidewalk. Melissa reacted, turning towards it just as a second disgusting thump hit the ground. The infected in a building to the left had managed to break an upper story window, no doubt wound up by the gunfire and the helicopter, and were swarming out. Their legs were broken by the fall, or fractured at the very least, Melissa thought. This wasn’t stopping the infected from crawling towards them however, dragging their broken limbs behind with a trail of coagulated blood painting the sidewalk. DeWitt responded to this new threat by trying to execute the nearest creatures excitedly surging towards them, but more were dropping down to replace those he killed. Worse, the growing pile of infected was acting like a cushion for the newly fallen, allowing some of them to immediately start walking towards their targets. Melissa fired a few quick shots in unison with Roy and DeWitt, but soon refocused on getting to the van. They were so close now that Melissa began to hope they could escape before they needed to concentrate on slaying the swelling numbers of infected encroaching on their position.

Grabbing the Ancillary by the elbow once more, they ran past the front of the van to the still open side door. Melissa roughly shoved the Ancillary inside before approaching the rear of the vehicle. She peeked around the corner and saw it was clear, so quietly shuffled around. She knew the last Reborn was waiting beyond the next corner, and so, after a deep, steadying breath, she launched around it with her weapon blazing. The spray of bullets hit him just about everywhere, including his face as he fell. Melissa’s attack was so swift and so deadly, he never even had a chance to return fire. Looking beyond him, she was alarmed to discover the infected were closing in, and so was the helicopter; it had drifted forward, perhaps so that the news crew within could get a better shot of the battle happening below them...  for whatever news station was still on the air. The knock-on effect was that it was drawing infected in from all directions towards the van - leading them right to their next meal. Melissa shot the closest few infected, and then nearly shot DeWitt as he passed around the front of the van.

“I’ll drive.” He declared as he slid into the driver’s seat. Melissa let out a grunt of frustration and started back around the van.

Having done all he could to ensure they were not overwhelmed before they reached the vehicle, Kevin now turned and started running towards them. Melissa checked on the Ancillary, and found she had moved to a sitting position with her back against the opposite side of the van. Melissa hopped in through the side door just as Kevin clambered into the passenger seat at the front, then DeWitt turned over the engine while Melissa helped Roy to climb on board. She slammed the side door shut, and a second later, they began to reverse quickly while the infected swarm, shuffling as fast as they could towards the last place they’d seen their victims, began to sink into the distance.

“Hold on!” DeWitt exclaimed, and Melissa reached up and grabbed a fabric strap hanging near the side door while Roy got into a sitting position beside the Ancillary, who regarded him with a curious look that Melissa couldn’t interpret. DeWitt spun the van around and then turned to the right. Melissa didn’t know if he was simply trying to get away or if he had a specific destination in mind, but they were now heading down a road that was free of the infected.

“At least that damn helicopter isn’t following us!” DeWitt exclaimed, and then his eyes flitted towards the side mirror. “Oh hell! Another vehicle is in pursuit! It’s got to be more Reborn!”

DeWitt made several sharp turns at speed, causing Melissa to fear they were going to topple over, but his expert driving kept them on the road and moving. It seemed he had been hoping to shake the Reborn, but judging by the angry curses being expelled loudly from his mouth, he hadn’t been successful.

“They’re gaining on us!” He declared angrily. He was pushing the van as hard as he could, but whether the gunfire had damaged some component in the engine or it was simply an inferior machine, it seemed inevitable to Melissa that the Reborn in pursuit would catch up with them. As she looked at the speeding view through the front window, she realized that abandoned cars littered the street; their doors wide open showing their drivers and passengers had attempted to flee from a voracious horde of infected only to come to a sudden halt, perhaps crashing, perhaps the engine had stalled and they had attempted to escape on foot... only to be overwhelmed. It didn’t help DeWitt choose his route. They blurred past, but Melissa couldn’t help but notice the sprays of blood and gore coating both vehicles and the street, and because of her experiences at the Seraph, was wholly aware of the horrific fate which had befallen their occupants. With the precision only afforded to an expert driver, DeWitt weaved the van between the wrecked and abandoned cars, somehow finding a gap despite the seemingly packed sections.

“Brace yourselves!” Kevin warned, and Melissa tightened her grip on the fabric. A moment later, the loud sound of metal hitting metal echoed through the enclosed backspace of the van as it shook violently. Only able to see through the front windshield, Melissa saw them spin to the right, but DeWitt quickly corrected their course and while there seemed to be no immediate damage, Melissa didn’t relish the thought of a continued assault.

“Here they come again!” Kevin reported, and then the van was hit more violently than previously. DeWitt had a harder time righting the vehicle and keeping it moving this time, so he barked angrily at them.

“Do something, damn it!”

Looking on somewhat helplessly, Melissa saw Kevin open the passenger door and lean out. Moments later, a loud volley of gunfire sounded. It was long and drawn out, as though he was spraying his weapon on full automatic. From behind, she heard fire being returned, and instinctively, Melissa ducked low. The bullets hit the metal chassis, no doubt leaving impact marks in the rear. Kevin had leaned back in to reload, and moments later, a loud crunch from behind and a violent pitch forward hailed another ramming attack from their pursuers. Melissa saw Kevin leaning out again to return fire - just as the van was slammed once more. He scrambled, but miraculously managed to avoid pitching out of the open door. DeWitt fought to steady the vehicle then pulled out into the middle section of the road, avoiding a pack of infected that were shuffling out of a ransacked store on the left.

“They’re coming around the other side.” Kevin announced. DeWitt glanced into the side mirror and Melissa heard the roar of an engine coming along the left side of the van. DeWitt spun the wheel and slammed their vehicle into the Reborn, jostling Melissa, Roy and the Ancillary as they rammed into them. He pulled away and then slammed into them again and then, a second later, a volley of gunfire shattered the driver’s side window. DeWitt groaned and Melissa saw a large spurt of blood erupt across the dashboard in front of him. Despite whatever injury he’d sustained, DeWitt slammed on the brakes and the Reborn vehicle overtook them. Although wounded, DeWitt managed to bring their vehicle to a stop without losing control, but through the front windshield Melissa saw the Reborn stop and begin to come around.

“Oh, God!” Kevin called out anxiously and, as they were stationary, Melissa yanked open the side door, leapt down and ran forward to look across Kevin at the driver’s seat. DeWitt had brought his left hand up to his throat, but blood was oozing from between his fingers and down onto the tactical vest he was wearing. He was still alive, but the level of blood loss was alarming. He gurgled an instruction as Melissa pulled the door open and started to look for something they could use to try to staunch the blood flow, but her attention was drawn to the front. The side door of the Reborn’s vehicle was open, and they were taking aim at them.

“Get down!” She yelled, grabbing Kevin and pulling him lower as the Reborn opened fire. Bullets tore the window apart, and several more eruptions of blood from DeWitt made Melissa certain he was beyond her care. When the gunfire ceased, she peered over at him and saw several large, bloody holes in his once handsome face. With no time to mourn his loss, she looked out and saw their aggressors advancing on them. They had left their vehicle and were approaching on foot. Melissa raised her weapon and fired, taking several quick precise shots through the passenger side window, shattering what remained of the safety glass. She killed two, but two more hid behind an abandoned car on the left, and she was certain she saw another lingering near the rear of their vehicle.

“Kevin, are you okay?” Melissa demanded, unable to see him clearly.

“Yes.” Kevin replied weakly, sitting up but ducking back down a fraction of a second before bullets from the Reborn tore through the ruined front windshield. Melissa was using the passenger door for cover, but it seemed they were focusing their fire more on the remaining FBI agent - likely as they were ordered to.

“DeWitt’s dead! We’ve got to get out and move on foot. Are you ready?” Melissa asked.

“O-Okay.” Kevin returned, clearly unnerved.

“Keep an eye on her.” She instructed Roy, shooting a deadly look at the Ancillary who was currently lying on her side, her bloody vestment now also partially coated in grime from the van’s interior. She looked a little more ruffled than she had at other times, and Melissa felt something akin to relief: perhaps she was human after all.

“They won’t get her.” Roy promised. Nodding in acknowledgement, Melissa returned her attention to the task in hand.

Peeking out from around the passenger door to survey the street, she saw no immediate groupings of infected, although she knew they could be lurking in the buildings on either side of the street, and having been attracted by the gunfire, were moving to attack. The Reborn launched another volley of bullets at the vehicle which slammed into the chassis, but none of them hit Melissa or Kevin as Melissa had extended the passenger door fully. It was then Melissa saw that across from her there was an overturned car, and instinctively knew what she needed to do.

“Cover me!” Melissa instructed, and as Kevin began to fire his weapon through the windshield, Melissa darted out, surging across the street as fast as she could and diving behind the vehicle as a few shots pinged the road behind her. Steadying herself and bringing her weapon to the ready, Melissa shuffled up against the side of the car until she was near enough to the edge to lean out and engage the Reborn. A couple of deep breaths later, she moved into a kneeling position, leaned out and fired a stream of shots at the enemy. Her timing was out by microseconds, as she saw him narrowly ducking down into cover to avoid the bullets. Shots rang out from her right, pinging against the car. Erring on the side of caution, she backed up a little, catching sight of Kevin blasting a volley at the other Reborn on the left. Hoping that she had pinned her target down, Melissa ducked out again, her weapon steady and her aim locked in; as soon as one of the two left Reborn emerged she fired a single, clean headshot causing a large, bloody print to appear on the white metal behind him. Melissa ducked back into cover and proceeded to the other edge of the car, careful with her footing as she moved past some oil leaking from the undercarriage onto the road. She observed that she was outside the doors of a furniture store, with a long display area behind already broken glass windows that ran beside, and ultimately beyond the final pair of Reborn. It gave her an idea of how to create an opportunity to take him prisoner. The remaining Reborn behind the car on the left fired, only to be driven back into cover by Kevin, so Melissa darted out and into the store, slamming her shoulder into the hardened glass door and pushing inside. She went as far as she dared into the darkened showroom and then hunkered down before advancing quickly, weaving between well presented and overturned furniture. A cry outside drew her attention, and she saw the Reborn Kevin had been targeting go down, leaving them with only one target remaining behind the vehicle the Reborn had arrived in. Blood pools and skeletal remains indicated that the infected had been here at some point, and whoever had sought sanctuary was denied.

Pushing away her dark thoughts, Melissa found herself three quarters of the way across the showroom and peeked over the top of an overpriced television stand. She looked through the front window to find she was directly alongside the Reborn. He was in a crouched position, and fortunately his attention was focused exclusively on Kevin. He rose up and fired off several shots, only to crouch down on one knee and begin to reload his rifle. Seizing the moment, Melissa rolled over the television stand and charged towards the window. Once she was a few paces away, she fired a few quick shots to draw his attention and then leveled her weapon directly at his head; the Reborn spun, his weapon not quite at the ready, and stared Melissa down. She shook her head, and gestured with her gun for him to drop his. He glowered at her, but as she stared into his eyes she saw fear; the only thing she wasn’t sure of was whether he was afraid of her or afraid of failing his mission. The former would end the battle with him surrendering, the latter with her taking another life.

The Reborn still hadn’t made a move one way or the other, so Melissa continued to stare threateningly into his eyes, but was prepared to fire at the first flinch of his muscles which indicated he was going to try to gun her down. As though it was inevitable, his shoulder jerked and he started to level his weapon towards Melissa; with a single shot, she brought the battle to an end.
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Chapter Three
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With the current Reborn dead and no infected in sight, Melissa and Kevin quickly scavenged the fallen for ammunition and anything else they could use, which was helpful as they had depleted much of their ammunition since leaving the restaurant. The vehicle they’d been using refused to start when Melissa keyed the ignition, and when she went to check the van the Reborn had been using, it too was dead. Melissa had never heard of the city they were in, and when she returned to Roy and Kevin, neither had they, making it pretty clear to Melissa it was impossible to even start their journey without a map to help them to decide the quickest and safest route.

“So, has the plan changed at all now that Agent DeWitt is... is dead?” Kevin asked. He looked more than a little shaken up.

“Not as far as I’m concerned.” Melissa told him. “But the Reborn are going to be riding us pretty hard. The meager amount of ammunition we’ve gathered and lack of other supplies...” Melissa trailed off thinking for a few seconds. “We’d do better if we took some time to scavenge the stores, not to mention finding a sturdier vehicle. It has to be something we can use to plough through the infected and anything else that’s in our way.”

“So, some kind of police or military vehicle?” Kevin commented.

“That’d work; or some kind of big rig - a vehicle that says don’t screw with me.” Melissa clarified.

“It would also be worth trying to get to a radio or a television so we can see what’s going on in the rest of the country. It might give us an idea what places to avoid so we can get there without too much trouble.” Roy suggested.

“Well, a city this big has to have a few police precincts, I’m sure we’ll find some of what we’re looking for there.” Kevin said after a second’s thought.

“Great. Any idea where to find the closest one?”

“Not really.” Kevin admitted.

“Yeah, that sounds about right for our luck.”

Melissa sighed heavily. She rolled her neck and closed her eyes, allowing herself to slip into a calm place for just a minute. Roy was relying on her, Kevin too up to a point, and at this point in time she had no idea how to move forward. It felt like she was stuck in quicksand with no lifeline in sight. Melissa opened her eyes and found herself looking at the small, hardened bag hanging off the belt of the corpse of one of the Reborn.

“Okay, now we might be getting somewhere.” She said to herself as she hurried over to it, recognizing it as a pouch for carrying a tablet computer. Kneeling, she opened the pouch and carefully removed it; the screen was undamaged, and when it turned on easily her heart skipped a beat. Excitement flooded her as she thought that perhaps, just perhaps, there was a way out of the awful situation they found themselves in. She opened the internet browser and searched for the local police station. It took a few seconds, the wireless hotspot it connected to not working all that well, but a map came on the screen showing that there was a police station west and a little to the north of them, five blocks if Melissa was reading it correctly. She beckoned the others over and showed them the map, causing a flicker of visible hope to rise in the other pair of survivors. Melissa quickly removed the pouch from the Reborn’s belt and attached it to her own, securing the tablet within in case they had further need of it.

As Melissa looked up and down the street, remembering the view from the map and applying it to what she could see before her, she observed that a number of the infected had shuffled into the street - drawn by the sound of gunfire - but now it had ceased, they were lost as to what they should do.

“Okay, we move quickly and quietly. No gunshots; if we need to kill the infected for any reason, we do it with knives.” Melissa stated and the men nodded in agreement. Before leaving the corpses, Melissa retrieved a leg holster and wrapped it around her right leg, securing the sidearm she’d been carrying in it rather than keeping it shoved down the back of her jeans. After that, Melissa retrieved the Ancillary and kept her in front of her, marching the woman without having to pressure her with the gun. Melissa was still amazed at how calm and compliant the Ancillary was, and perhaps that frightened her more than the infected and the Reborn combined.

The slog through the city streets was slow, and more than anything, depressing. Stores, houses, apartments and buildings of every type had been ransacked, whether solely by the infected or some combined front of the infected and the Reborn it was impossible to tell. What was clear was the devastation that had been left in their wake: blood, skeletal remains, torn fragments of clothing, hair attached to pieces of scalp and even more blood. It had soaked the sidewalks, splashed broken windows, sprayed walls and doors and splattered vehicles, the latter of which were in various states of destruction or abandonment. Police vehicles had clearly been attacked by the Reborn; bullet holes having shredded their metallic exterior and shattered the windows. Whenever they came across what remained of police firing lines they tried to scavenge more ammunition or supplies, but the truth was there wasn’t much left. In their desperate last stand, most police firing lines had expended almost all their ammunition before succumbing to the infected and Reborn. Fires burned inside some of the buildings, smoke billowing out into the darkening sky as the flames devastated whatever remained within. Walking through the desolation, Melissa wondered if this was what the rest of the world looked like, and just how many people had died in the slaughter of Brownwater; how many had fallen to feed the appetites of the infected, and how many had turned and clambered back onto their feet to continue the slaughter? It was impossible to say. She freely admitted however, all were victims of the Teacher and his army of Reborn. In this city alone there were thousands of infected. They’d passed by - and sometimes through - large groups of more than a hundred at a time. As they were gently jostled out of the way, the infected, with pitiable moans escaping their lips, seemed to be lamenting their terrible affliction. Although Melissa hated the killing - hated the violence that had engulfed the recent years of her life - every blank, emotionless face she passed made her wish she could grant them peace; grant them final rest. But there wasn’t enough time and the thought of using her knife to end them all... it was an insane thought which Melissa believed would push her over the edge. So Melissa remained task focused, ordering the sequence of things that needed to be done in her mind so she could process them. First, they had to reach the police station. Second they had to find a better vehicle than the one they made their failed attempt to escape in, and third they had to get the hell out of town and find their way to Roy’s wife. Beyond that, Melissa didn’t have any thoughts, although she didn’t expect the Ancillary would stay with them all the way. Maybe they’d drop her off at a police facility, or maybe she’d try to escape and then... well, whatever happened then would happen.

While working their way methodically, quietly and carefully through another crowd of the infected, Melissa came across a large bus that had come to a sudden halt in the middle of an intersection. It was at an angle, as though the driver had applied the brakes mid way through a turn. There were a number of crushed infected in a bloody swathe behind it, and judging by the smeared viscera on the exterior, when it stopped there had been a clamoring to get inside. It did fit the criteria for their escape vehicle, however, being big and with enough power to push through most of the obstructions that came to mind. Melissa looked back over her shoulder and through the gaps in the infected, caught Roy and Kevin’s attention before she gestured toward the bus to indicate her deviation from their original plan. They nodded in response, and together they worked their way towards it.

It was a little clearer of infected when they neared it, and Melissa was able to pass off the Ancillary to Roy while she approached the open bus doors. The blood continued up the steps and along the aisle for as far as she could see. She wasn’t keen to step in it, but determinedly pushed aside her queasiness, and, after unsheathing the knife from her combat vest, climbed the steps and moved towards the rear. It was the kind of bus she’d seen driving between states in movies and television, and could only assume that either before or when the carnage first began, they had driven into the city. Perhaps, she mused, they had been in need of supplies or perhaps they had hoped to rescue anyone they could before they turned around and quit Brownwater.

The why was largely irrelevant, however. Melissa saw the driver was still sitting in his seat, a massive wound in his neck where an infected had ripped into his flesh and through the back of his skull was a metal spike of unknown original purpose. Seemingly, as the bus was overrun, someone had either put the bus driver down on purpose or had actually missed an attack on another infected and killed the driver as he was turning. Down the aisle there were a few skeletal remains wrapped in scraps of shredded clothing, as well as a half dozen more infected, some of whom were likely to have been passengers. Melissa undid the driver’s seat belt, dragged him to the steps and tossed him outside. Feeling revulsion, she tried not to sit in his blood pool as she took his place behind the wheel. Turning on the ignition, but not actually starting the vehicle, she saw that the fuel gauge indicated it was about half full. She clicked it off, now knowing if the police station held nothing for them the bus could provide them with a means of escape, as long as they could gather the necessary supplies. Melissa exited the driving seat then quickly set to work executing the other infected with her knife. She left their bodies where they fell, deciding they could clear the bus if they needed to later on. Melissa emerged, wiping the blood off her knife on the uniform of the driver before sheathing it back in its housing.

“It’s drivable.” Melissa whispered, barely audible over the constant, droning sounds of the undead. “Worst case, we come back and use it.”

“Why not now?” Kevin asked.

“We’ll need supplies: food, water, ammunition, that kind of thing.” Roy told him quietly, Melissa nodding as he spoke.

“We press on to the police station, keeping it steady and quiet.” Melissa stated firmly, before roughly grabbing the Ancillary’s shoulder and shoving her in the direction they needed to travel. The Ancillary, although stumbling initially, began to move without complaint... causing Melissa to frown.

Forging a path through the infected, they moved one block north and then turned west. Surprisingly, the infected herd thinned out considerably in this direction and they were able to increase their pace. They continued on, their eyes scanning left and right, each aware that at any moment they could be attacked by the Reborn or suddenly be faced with a rabid band of infected exiting a building. The latter would be less dangerous, but might still require them to deviate from their course, so they continued to keep a careful watch. Before too long however, they were able to see the police station ahead of them. It was a large, off-white two storied stone building, with a pair of double doors in the centre and a number of windows running roughly equidistant along the facade. There was a parking lot in front, with a low, ornamental waist-high wall beyond it, that ran around the area in front of the building with a small grassy area behind on either side of the central path that led up to the doors. Affixed to the right corner of the building was a high brick wall with a heavy metal gate in the centre. Melissa assumed it gave access to a secure area where prisoners could be dropped off or collected. She hoped it might also house an area with heavy duty police vehicles. Street lights illuminated the area, and there were several attached to the walls - perhaps coming on automatically as it was growing dark - which also highlighted the name of the building as well as the entrance. Unfortunately, it also highlighted a number of blood smears and swathes.

“Damn it.” Melissa said to herself. She hadn’t expected it would be an untouched bastion, but as she looked at the size of the structure her concern mounted that it might be packed with infected. If it was, then it would be difficult, if not damn impossible, to clear it out in a timely manner. Despite her unease, however, Melissa nudged the Ancillary and continued towards the station.

As they neared the front doors she was surprised to find no obstructions or barricades had been erected; it seemed the building had simply been abandoned. Melissa looked back at Kevin and signaled him to come forward. When he was close, she passed control of the Ancillary to him. Roy moved up beside her, bringing his weapon to a ready position.

“Don’t let her out of your sight. We’re going to scope this place out.” Melissa explained.

“Okay.” Kevin replied, although he didn’t seem overly confident.

“If she tries to run, shoot her in the leg.” Roy instructed firmly. “If you hear gunfire inside and we’re not out in five minutes, then I guess you’re taking the bus.”

Kevin seemed overwhelmed, but took a deep, steadying breath and nodded in submission to their instructions.

With a final look between them to ensure they were both ready, Melissa and Roy pushed the wooden doors inward and stepped into the reception room. There was a shoulder high desk with a raised platform behind for someone to work efficiently and a glass wall reinforced with a metal frame on either side; each with a door in the centre that probably had to be buzzed open. Currently, however, one was wedged open with the body of an infected. A few more lay dead on the floor of the reception area - one of whom, at first glance, appeared to be lounging peacefully on a wooden bench opposite the desk until the bloody viscera splattered up the window behind it, caused when a bullet blasted through his skull, caught one’s attention.

Roy advanced slowly towards the glass door on the left, his wounded gait not hindering him as he moved with justifiable caution with Melissa just behind him. They stepped awkwardly over the corpse, also shot in the head, and proceeded into the area behind the desk where a pair of skeletal remains indicated two people immune to the virus had fallen and been devoured. There was a single set of double doors right behind the desk, which looked to be on a pair of double hinges. Melissa shifted to the right-side door while Roy took the one on the left. They indicated to each other they were ready and then pushed in their respective doors in unison, revealing a corridor beyond in an inverted T shape, with the avenue directly ahead leading to an elevator that had a door to its left which, according to the sign on it, would open up to reveal stairs to the upper floor. Also at the far end was an open door on either side of the corridor, perhaps leading to departmental offices. At the end of the corridor on their right was a door marked ‘Cells and Interrogation’ while the door at the end of the one on their left was unmarked.

“Which way?” Melissa asked Roy quietly, hoping his tenure as a police officer might aid them.

“Your guess is as good as mine.” He responded quietly. Melissa gestured with her rifle towards the main avenue ahead of them, and so, moving along with their backs to the wall so that nothing could creep up behind them, they started to walk down it. There was evidence of a battle; bullet holes, blood, gore, a dead infected here and there, and a pair of bloody drag marks which more than likely belonged to the two defenders they had passed who were immune to the virus. They cautiously approached the doorways, and then both Melissa and Roy crept up to the frames and took a quick peek into the rooms nearest to them to check for threats. A shake of the head signaled none were visible, so Melissa took a deep breath, pushed off from the wall and moved swiftly into the room nearest to her while Roy entered the one closest to him. Melissa scanned her surroundings, seeing a few overturned desks, scattered papers, destroyed computers and a number of bodies. All had been shot through the head after being attacked, so someone had obviously heeded the reports and prevented their fellow officers from being turned. Melissa hoped he or she had managed to escape. Before it was a battleground, Melissa assumed this was a department of some sort - robbery or homicide she assumed - with a glass walled office across from the door, no doubt where the superior officer oversaw the detectives working the cases he or she had assigned to them. There were, sadly, no surviving officers that Melissa could see, and so, after moving through as quickly and as efficiently as she could, she exited the department to meet back up with Roy, who had just finished securing the other, similarly structured room.

“Clear.” Roy informed her. “Except for a few dead Reborn.”

“Clear on that side too,” Melissa announced, “though no dead Reborn.”

Deciding against going upstairs for the moment as they wanted to completely secure the first floor of the police station, they stopped only to make sure the stairwell up was clear and that the elevator was on the ground floor. Satisfied, Melissa and Roy turned back and retraced their steps to the junction and turned left into the corridor which ended in the door that led into the ‘Cells and Interrogation’. A few steps along the corridor a door on the right opened into a briefing room, with a number of seats lined up facing a podium with a white board on the wall behind it. After a brief look through the windows which looked out of the front of the building, they continued on to their destination, where they discovered a central room with three interrogation rooms on the right, the door to the cells on the left and an unmarked door directly across from the entrance. The interrogation rooms each had an intercom beside the door, and a window in the wall that was likely mirrored on the inside. The interrogation rooms were empty, so they turned their attention to the other billed area. The cells were behind a door secured by a keycard, which, after a quick search, Melissa found on the brutalized remains of a fallen officer nearby, together with a bunch of keys which she thought might be useful as they were definitely not the keys to his home. The cells, three on either side with a central corridor down the middle, were thankfully empty of criminals, but Melissa suggested it was an ideal place to store the Ancillary until they were ready to move out, to which Roy readily agreed. They quickly exited the cells and again retraced their steps and crossed the junction before heading down the opposite corridor towards the unmarked door at the far end on the right; passing offices on their left, which they quickly checked, only to find the same bloody devastation they had found elsewhere, but thankfully no threats. Melissa again checked the scene through the front windows, and was relieved to find there was still no sign of either Reborn or infected. When she opened the door at the end of the corridor, they found another elevator and staircase as well as the armory; also secured by a keycard - but thankfully accessed by the card they already had in their possession.

Inside they found it had been mostly emptied out, but there was a cache of ammunition that was the appropriate caliber for the rifles they were using, as well as a shotgun with several boxes of shells, and when they looked behind them, they discovered a few small firearms complete with ammunition. As it had taken them a while to secure the first floor, they went back to check on Kevin and the Ancillary, finding them exactly as they left them. They brought the pair inside and directed Kevin towards the interrogation rooms, instructing him to wait in the antechamber there while Roy and Melissa returned to the elevator opposite the armory. It had three buttons: basement, first floor and second floor. They checked the basement first, discovering a number of subsections, ranging from evidence storage, a power room, and information storage. It was clear of infected and Reborn so they took the elevator to the second floor. It was similar to the first floor, except in place of the briefing room, there were another set of interrogation rooms and a couple of large, open plan offices. It took time to fully secure the floor, following the inverted T corridor along and discovering - essentially in the room above the cells - there was a stairwell that allowed roof access. They looped back to the main avenue and found it consisted mostly of offices but with a few small departments which had been ransacked, just like the ones downstairs. As satisfied as they could be, the pair retraced their steps and rode the elevator back down to the ground floor - exiting near the armory - before heading to meet back up with Kevin.

“Judging by the blood, bodies and bullet holes, I’m sure a hell of a fight went on here, but it’s clear now.” Roy announced.

“So we can hold out for a bit, get some supplies and see if we can find any info on what’s happening in the areas we’re planning on passing through before we head out.” Melissa stated, as much to herself as to Roy and Kevin. “First though, I think we should take a look and see if there’s anything left we can use as transport.” Turning away, she crossed the room to the door at the back and used the keycard to open it so she could peer outside. It was much darker now, but it was illuminated by a few floodlights on the side of the building and the perimeter wall. There were a few police cars there, but none built for the job they had in mind.

“Well, there are no heavy duty vehicles out there, so I guess our best bet is that bus for powering out of the city.” Melissa stated. “First things first,” she added as she started to hand over the ring of keys and keycard to Kevin, “get her in a cell and then we’ll try to figure out what our next move is. I’m guessing these keys lock and unlock the cell doors, and the card is for the outer door.”

For the first time the Ancillary complained, and shot a look at Melissa, as though she wanted her to be the one to incarcerate her. Melissa was dubious, but did not want the situation to deteriorate, so she nodded and approached her. She firmly grabbed the Ancillary’s arm, used the keycard to unlock the door leading to the cells, and shoved the Ancillary through. She followed behind, leading her to the first cell and stepped inside with her. Melissa removed the gag but left the handcuffs in place and then exited the cell, sliding the door shut and, after trying two that didn’t fit, inserting the right key to lock it.

“I’d like a moment to talk with you, if I may, Witness.” The Ancillary announced.

“No.” Melissa replied flatly, starting to walk away.

“I’ll answer some of your questions if you do.”

“What makes you think there’s anything you have to say that I want to hear?”

“You won’t know if you don’t ask.”

Melissa glared at her, and then started to leave, using the keycard to open the door and lean out to talk to Roy and Kevin who were waiting for her.

“What did she want?” Roy demanded.

“To talk.” Melissa informed him, glancing over her shoulder toward the cells and then back at Roy. “Maybe I should.”

“It’ll probably be more lies.”

“Probably. She’s pretty hardcore indoctrinated into what the Reborn believe... whatever that is.”

“It’s not surprising, given her youth.” Kevin commented offhandedly, drawing the immediate attention of Melissa and Roy.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Melissa demanded.

“Didn’t DeWitt or any of the others tell you?” Kevin asked, confused and looking guilty as though he’d said something he shouldn’t have.

Melissa’s cold expression informed him that he needed to explain himself, and with some speed.

“When we brought her in, she was given a physical - you know, to make sure she didn’t have any nasty surprises. The physical revealed that her body is... well, it’s horribly scarred. There’s not an inch on her back that isn’t marked; looks like a whip for starters and then some blades. The rest of her isn’t much better off. The x-rays we took revealed that most of her bones were broken or fractured when she was younger too. Whatever her young life was like, it was painful and bloody.” Kevin explained.

Melissa looked at Roy, the faintest amount of sympathy in her heart for the Ancillary before she remembered who the woman was. She could see the conflicting expression passing over his face too, before his expression hardened. Whatever had happened to her, there was no justification for what she did now.

“Maybe if she wants to talk it’d be worth it. You might be able to find out how the Reborn keep finding us.” Kevin suggested.

“Kid’s right.” Roy said. “As difficult as it might be.”

Melissa sighed, and made her choice.

“Scrape together everything you can get your hands on - ammo, supplies, whatever you can find. See if you can get a map of the town so we can plot a way out, and maybe try to find a working radio so we can hear if anything’s going on, perhaps even get some news of the wider world.” She instructed before turning and heading back towards the Ancillary’s cell, the outer door closing almost silently behind her.

Melissa came to a stop outside the cell, leaning against the bars of the cell on the opposite side while looking at the woman who had become her nemesis. She was sitting inside her cell on the metal bed. The two stared at each other for a while, with Melissa trying to remain calm and collected. She crossed her legs, and attempted to lean more comfortably.

“We didn’t get a lot of time to talk back at the FBI building.” The Ancillary started. “Once I made the announcement of the releasing of the virus on a wider scale, they were oddly hesitant to let us speak. I had imagined they would have many questions for me; many questions that I would have answered if they’d only asked through you.”

“Would you really have answered anything I asked?”

“Of course. My mission was to talk with you and let you know about the great work the Teacher was undertaking.”

“So, if you will answer any question I have to ask then tell me this: where did you get those scars?”

The Ancillary smiled but Melissa saw her eyes flicker.

“Those are from a... different part of my life.”

“Tell me about it.” Melissa probed.

“Before the Teacher found me I was part of a very dangerous family, and they had some interesting ideas when it came to discipline.”

“Were they more interesting than unleashing a virus on the world that reanimates the dead?” Melissa questioned harshly.

“The Reborn virus is a tool for building a better world. It’s not meant to be cruel; it’s just something that’s necessary. Cruelty is whipping someone for spilling a beer or cutting someone because they were wearing the wrong shoes. True cruelty is doing both at the same time for being one minute late coming down for dinner.”

Melissa swallowed hard.

“Is that what happened to you?”

“It’s what happened to someone. Who I am is the product of many trials, tribulations and tests of strength. I am stronger for everything that’s happened in my life; I’ve been rebuilt by my pain into a person who can walk through any challenge with calmness in my heart and the will to see it through to the end without hesitating.”

“That’s not true.” Melissa told her.

“Oh, is it not?”

“Sebastian.” Melissa stated matter-of-factly. The Ancillary’s smile faded for a moment.

“He was a momentary lapse in judgment, and I received my punishment from the Teacher for allowing those kinds of emotions to overwhelm my rationality.”

“Loving someone isn’t a lapse in judgment. If your Teacher actually valued human life, then he’d know that.”

“I know what you’re trying to do, but sadly, Witness, it won’t work.”

“Oh, and what am I trying to do?”

“You’re trying to emotionally manipulate me into turning on the Teacher.”

“No, I’m not. Actually, I honestly don’t know how much it matters whether you turn on the Teacher or not. The whole getting you to a secure facility and all that crap is irrelevant. And for the record, although I feel sorry for what happened to you, I know for a fact that you’re too cold hearted for me to be able to manipulate. I’m not imagining that our conversation will lead to much, unless you’re willing to tell me who the Teacher is, where he is, and if there’s a cure to the virus.”

“A cure?” The Ancillary laughed. “They’re dead. There’s no cure for that. As for the other points... the Teacher will meet with you and reveal himself to you, but you have to willingly choose to go to him, and I’m fairly certain you’re not ready for that. There’s more for you to see before then.”

“Fair enough. How about your name? Are you willing to tell me that?”

“My name is the Ancillary. Who I was before I took that name is irrelevant to who I am now.”

“Is that because it might lead back to that dangerous family of yours? Are you afraid someone might leverage them against you?” Melissa shot back. A truly devilish grin spread across the Ancillary’s face.

“There’s no chance of that. We all pay a price to join the Reborn, and fortunately, my family paid mine for me.”

Melissa caught the implication and imagined that the Ancillary had been the one to kill them. If they were responsible for all the scars on her body, Melissa couldn’t say she blamed her wanting them dead for what they had done to her. Did it justify their murder? Before Galgambwe and the Seraph, Melissa would’ve said it wasn’t justice in the accepted sense. Now though, Melissa couldn’t see the world in quite the same black and white way she did before. They fell into silence and stared at each other. Melissa took a deep breath and considered her next question carefully, but the Ancillary beat her too it.

“I don’t suppose we’ll get something to eat soon?”

“Huh?”

“I haven’t eaten for... Well, as long as you haven’t eaten. Hunger is one of the worst feelings, don’t you agree? You should get something too. I mean, after all, you’ve got a lot of work ahead of you. You need your strength.”

“I don’t know what the dinner plans are.”

“Well, I hope they get figured out soon. I’ll be on the move again soon.”

“I doubt that.” Melissa informed her.

“Oh, I didn’t mean that the FBI or whatever agency would be moving me soon. The Teacher will come for me, of that I’m quite certain.” The Ancillary asserted, and then without missing a beat, she pressed on. “I’ll trade you one answer if you bring me something to eat, how about that?”

Melissa wasn’t sure what to make of whatever game the Ancillary was playing, but she hoped she’d figure it out before it was too late.

“I saw a vending machine. Would candy count as something to eat?”

“Anything chocolaty would count.”

“Fine. How do the Reborn keep finding us?”

“Oh, that’s easy. We have access to certain satellites as well as informants who are able to relay internal communications. Every time poor DeWitt called in, the information was relayed to our operatives who tracked the convoy via satellite.”

“Are they going to find us here?”

“That’s two questions, and I’ll need more than a candy bar to answer that.” The Ancillary replied.

Melissa sighed and used the keycard once more to leave the cell block. Under no obligation to do so, but feeling that perhaps building a little trust might allow her to glean more from the Ancillary at a later date, she went to the vending machine in the hall, reached through the smashed window and retrieved a large chocolate bar, then retraced her steps to the Ancillary and tossed it between the bars in the cell wall. The Ancillary thanked Melissa, unwrapped the candy bar, and began to eat politely. Melissa left again and found the Kevin and Roy in the briefing room hanging around a radio they were holding. They looked concerned, so it was with a troubled frown that Melissa approached them.

“What’s wrong?” She demanded.

“There’s... there’s something else we may need to do before we can leave town.” Roy said gravely.
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Chapter Four
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“Please, please, someone help me! I’m trapped and the infected are coming for me! If anyone can hear me, please come and help me!” A woman pleaded, her voice crackling over the static of the radio.

“Do you know who it is?” Melissa asked, hurrying into the briefing room and approaching Roy and Kevin.

“We haven’t answered her yet.” Kevin informed her.

“Why not? Where is she?”

“Melissa, if we answer this and the Reborn are listening, they may be able to find out where we are. Hell, it could even be the Reborn trying to lure people into a trap.” Roy informed her. Melissa nodded.

“But if it’s not, we’re leaving an innocent person to die. We don’t have a choice, Roy. Or at least, I don’t have a choice. Give me the radio; I’ll get away from the police station and then respond. If they’re monitoring the frequency then putting some distance between us might slow them down locating us. Are there any more radios?” Melissa questioned.

“We found a few.” Kevin informed her.

“Okay, then we’ll use a different frequency to communicate between ourselves - the one from the Seraph will do. Give me that one.” Melissa instructed, but Roy hesitated.

“You don’t have to go alone.” He stated.

“I do because we have a lot to do.” Melissa said, pausing while the woman pleaded for rescue on the radio again. “We need to split up to do everything we need to do; someone needs to go and get that woman, someone needs to get the bus back here with some supplies, and someone needs to shore up the defenses in the station so we’re secure while we’re here.”

“I’d be happy to stay here.” Kevin said, and then corrected himself. “I mean, to shore up the defenses.”

“To be honest, I’d rather Roy took care of that. Getting the bus is going to be a pain in the ass, and not to put too fine a point on it, there may be some running involved.”

Roy nodded, understanding why.

“I’ll get some defenses set up and keep an eye on our guest; you just watch your back out there.” Roy told Melissa.

“So, uh, what will I be doing?” Kevin asked, concern clear in his voice.

“Clear the bodies out of the bus, get some supplies inside it, and then drive it back here.”

“That doesn’t sound so bad.” He commented.

“As soon as you fire up the engine, it’ll be loud enough to rile up the infected and potentially nullify the suppression effect of the collar. When that happens, they’ll go feral, so make sure the doors are closed and you’ve got a clear route back here in mind. The infected will follow you so, before you get out, make sure you’ve turned off the engine and allowed a few minutes for them to calm back down, otherwise you’ll be shredded when you get out.”

“Oh crap.” Kevin muttered. Melissa slapped him on the shoulder.

“Relax. You’ll do fine. Just don’t fire your weapon unless absolutely necessary,” she informed him. With one last look at Roy, an expression of trust and concern passing between them, Melissa placed the keycard and the keys to access the cells on a table then turned and left the briefing room. She stopped in the doorway, only just remembering to relay what she had learned from the Ancillary about how they were tracking the convoy. She could see the hurt in Kevin’s eyes as he realized they had been betrayed, but there was no time to see if he was going to be okay. Without another word, Melissa turned and hurried out of the police station.

There were only a few infected lingering in the vicinity, but as the radio burst into life again, a few curious looks were directed towards Melissa. She turned the volume down as low as she could while still being able to hear and jogged down the street, wanting to be as far away from the police station as possible before she answered the increasingly terrified woman. A minute longer and Melissa came to a stop, ducking into a dingy, gloomy alleyway before pressing the talk button on the radio.

“Hello? Are you still there?” Melissa questioned.

Silence. Melissa felt guilt stab her gut, fearful that in her desire to protect herself and her two cohorts she had damned whoever this woman was to the worst kind of death... or perhaps undeath.

“Hello?” Melissa questioned again. “If you’re there, pick up.”

More silence. Melissa sighed heavily, but thought she’d try one more time before she gave up - then suddenly, a hushed voice cut through the silence.

“I’m here! I’m here! Help me! Please, please don’t hang up!” The woman begged.

“Take it easy; I’m here to help. Where are you?”

“I-I don’t know. I’m from out of town. I’m in a supermarket.”

“Great.” Melissa issued irately - though with the talk button off. “Okay, do you know what it’s called? The market I mean?”

“I think it was called the Ultra Value Market. Please, find me; the infected are everywhere!”

“Hold on.” Melissa told her, and after clipping the radio onto a hoop on her vest, she grabbed the tablet computer and searched for an Ultra Value Market. There were three, but the closest to the police station was about six blocks west; a hike for sure, but within range. The only problem was if the woman wasn’t at that one, it would more than double the distance to the next, which was eight blocks east and two north, and that would increase the chance that she would be dead by the time Melissa found her. There wasn’t time for an internal debate; all that mattered was making a choice and following it through. She put the tablet away and grabbed the radio.

“I’m coming for you. Grab something to defend yourself with and stay hidden. I’ll be as fast as I can.” Melissa told the woman with a confidence she didn’t entirely believe herself.

“Thank you. Thank you.” The woman repeated, obviously weeping.

“I’m going off radio for a while, but I’ll contact you when I’m closer.” Melissa assured her, then she changed to the frequency the trio had agreed on in the hope that they might throw the Reborn off if they’d been listening to the standard frequency. She started moving along the route she’d identified while speaking into the radio again.

“Roy, are you there?” She asked quietly, moving between individual and small groups of infected.

“I’m here.” Roy replied, a little breathlessly.

“Everything okay?”

“Yeah. The desks are heavy.” He told her shortly.

“I’m on my way to where whoever this woman is. I’ll let you know when I get close.”

“Keep your head on a swivel out there.” Roy instructed. With the call concluded, Melissa clipped the radio back onto its hoop. She started to move a little quicker, a speedy jog that would allow her to arrive sooner but not sap her strength too much. She hoped, as she hurried to save the woman, she’d arrive in time.

Roy huffed as he shoved a desk to block off one of the glass doors by the reception desk; he’d already shifted the corpse that had been blocking open the other one after Kevin set off, and when he was finished there he would set to work using another of the metallic desks to block off that door. He hoped there would be enough desks to use from the various departments and offices, but his focus was on securing the obvious entrances as much as possible, then he would focus on using what remained to create obstructions in the corridors themselves. None of them would hold up against an intensive assault by the Reborn or the full weight of an infected horde, but it would buy them time should either of them attack the police station. He moved back into the main hallway and decided instead to raid the armory next, to load up everything into the duffle bags he’d seen earlier and leave them near the cells; that way they could grab them on the way out as well as giving him access to plenty of firearms if any of his enemies attacked before Melissa or Kevin returned. It was a good plan, he considered, but he was feeling a little weakened, and so decided to grab something from the vending machine to eat while he walked. As he snatched up a candy bar, he heard a distant voice.

“Hello? Did you all leave me?” The Ancillary asked. Her voice was faint, and Roy wished he hadn’t heard her. “Yoo-hoo!” She called out. “I’ve got an urgent need!”

Roy took another bite and chewed thoughtfully. He didn’t like the Ancillary; she was ultimately responsible for the death of a lot of his friends, his colleagues in the Seraph... the death of Donna. However, beneath the anger, beneath the raw emotions he felt, Roy was an honorable man and held fast to the code he’d believed in as a police officer, even though he had left the force several years ago. He took a final bite and scrunched up the wrapper, shoving it in the pocket which held both the cell keys and the keycard he would need to use to see what the Ancillary wanted.

“Mr. Snipes!” The Ancillary beamed when she laid eyes on him.

“What do you want?” Roy asked curtly.

“So many things, Mr. Snipes, but currently I need to pee.”

“There’s a toilet in your cell.”

“Yes, but I was hoping you could take me to one that didn’t look quite so... mucky.”

“That’s the best you’re going to get.”

“Then perhaps you could at least remove my handcuffs? It’ll be difficult to... ”

“You can manage, I’m sure.” Roy told her shortly, before starting to step away.

“Oh, well, I guess I’ll have to make do. But while you’re here, Mr. Snipes, can you answer me one question? I’ll trade you an answer for a question of your own.”

Roy sighed. “Okay.”

“Excellent. Tell me, where’s the Witness?”

“She’s out.”

“Doing what?”

“That’s two questions.”

“Touché, Mr. Snipes. Fair is fair, I suppose. What question do you have for me? Think long and hard; I’ll answer anything you wish, though I suspect I know what it’ll be.”

“What’s your endgame here? By that, I mean what do the Reborn hope the world will be like when they’re done?”

“You surprise me, Mr. Snipes. I expected your question to involve your wife in some capacity. But a deal is a deal, Mr. Snipes. The world we envision is one where everyone has value - no more power being granted by birthright or money or the ability to spin a good lie. No, people in our world will be held accountable for what they say and what they do.”

“That doesn’t sound all that different from what we have now.” Roy answered.

“Oh, but it is Mr. Snipes, because right now with enough money and the right friends, you can get in or out of anything. The Teacher will stop that; he’ll show everyone a new way - a better way - to live their lives. A place in the new world can be earned by anyone who shows that they have the true strength to do what needs to be done. A place for you has already been earned, and for that sweet wife of yours.”

“Don’t speak of my wife.” Roy growled, approaching the bars and resting his hands on them.

“I meant no offence, Mr. Snipes, I really didn’t. She’s safe, don’t worry.” The Ancillary assured him with a pleasant smile.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Roy demanded.

“I tried to have you killed in the Seraph, Mr. Snipes. Your associate assured me he could do the deed and he failed. I didn’t recognize your strength, and that was a mistake on my part. So, now that we’re alone, I can tell you that my men went to collect your wife. If they don’t have her already then they will eventually, and I will be the one to reunite you.”

Roy slammed his palms against the bars, rage flooding through him.

“Where is she? What have you done?” He roared.

“Calm yourself, Mr. Snipes. She’s not going to be harmed, I promise, and if I’m anything, I’m a woman of my word. You bought her a place in the new world with your strength, and that means that there’ll come a point when you can choose to be reunited with her sooner rather than later.”

“And what choice would that be?” Roy snarled.

“In due course, Mr. Snipes, in due course. But please, don’t bother the Witness with this right now; she has her own trials to overcome and this would just distract her. And the last thing we both want is for her to be distracted while she’s surrounded by adversity, right?”

Roy glared at the Ancillary for a few moments longer, not sure how to respond.

Melissa had managed to close the distance between her and the Ultra Value Market in record time. She’d never considered a career as an athlete, having always wanted to be a journalist, but when she thought about how much running she’d done in Galgambwe and more recently at the Seraph, she thought she might have had an aptitude for it. She rounded a corner and saw the lot housing the Ultra Value Market ahead. In the darkness of night, the bright illumination blooming out from the store’s windows and the large highlighted lettering above made it take on a strange, almost otherworldly quality. Oddly, the way the building was glowing, reminded her of alien spaceships she had seen in movies, but she ignored this movie-related thought and concentrated on the task in hand. There was a massive parking lot in front of the market with a number of cars visible, no doubt abandoned after their owners were killed, and mingling between them were a large number of infected; upwards of a hundred if Melissa’s quick glance was accurate. And beyond these ghostly, human shapes moving between the vehicles, the interior light of the market revealed there were more of them inside. She sighed, then prayed that whoever she had made contact with was still alive. Melissa let her weapon hang, grabbed the radio and changed the frequency before bringing it up to her mouth.

“Hey, are you still alive in there?” Melissa asked bluntly. A few moments of silence and then the woman responded.

“Yes! Yes! Oh, God, thank you! Where are you?” She asked her statements quick, hushed and urgent.

“Outside. Where are you in there?”

“I don’t know.”

“Okay, I really want to help you but I’m going to need more to go on. So tell me, what do you remember after you entered the store?”

“I don’t know... it all happened so fast. We were running, and there was screaming and... and... Please, just find me!”

Melissa didn’t quite know what to make of it, but she knew that in moments of panic, during the rush of adrenaline, someone could do just about anything and then it would be lost in a haze of confused, jumbled images and sounds where memories should’ve been. Melissa only wished she was that lucky with regards to the things she’d seen.

“Fine. I guess I’ll figure something out. Just stay quiet.” Melissa instructed sternly before changing the radio frequency.

“Roy, I’m going into the market.” She announced. Melissa waited a few moments but there was no answer. She felt a pang of concern, wondering if something had happened, but then she heard a crackle.

“Okay.” He said simply. Melissa wondered briefly why he didn’t have more to say - like which market, because she latterly recalled she hadn’t revealed where the woman was - but then she figured he was busy or perhaps didn’t want her to divulge her whereabouts on air, so she changed the frequency back on the radio to the one that kept her in contact with the woman, then clipped it onto her vest and grappled her weapon, raising it to a half ready position before advancing towards the market.

The infected, much like the others she had worked her way through so far, ignored her as the suppressive effect of the collar neutralized their instincts to kill and feed. There was, however, little comfort to be found in this fact. She knew that any number of things within the market could make enough noise to break the suppression effect, and then she could find herself in the middle of a ravenous horde of undead with only her weapons for protection. Another thought occurred to her: how was she going to be able to get the woman out of there through the infected without them detecting her? Melissa imagined that if she kept her close enough then the collar should, in theory, protect both of them, but it would be risky. She crossed the parking lot, weaving her way between abandoned vehicles and the infected alike, and made her way to the front of the store. She figured finding the woman wouldn’t be overly difficult; the infected would have her scent and would be clustered around wherever she was hiding. Something about actively seeking out the largest group of infected didn’t sit well with Melissa, but there was nothing else she could do as the woman was trapped and she wasn’t exactly being helpful about where she was located. Fleetingly, Melissa thought there was a small chance this was some kind of trap; it was just the kind of thing that the Reborn might do to lure her out, and so she mentally prepared herself for anything.

There were two pairs of glass automatic doors, one set, on the right, slid open when Melissa approached, the other was already wide open and rebounding against a throng of infected who were standing in the way, probably wondering what kept knocking into them. Melissa stepped into the store, her boots tapping softly on the shiny white stone that was spattered with blood; some congealed, some relatively fresh. There was a small anterior area that housed a number of shopping carts, a surprising number of which were still racked as they normally would be, while others were overturned, perhaps having been used as makeshift weapons or to try and block off approaching infected. As Melissa crossed from the anterior into the store proper, the signs of battle became more obvious - as did the signs that the desperate last stand that had taken place had been a complete failure. Blood, bones, more blood, discarded items used as weapons, ranging from brooms and garden rakes, to shears, knives and whatever could be grabbed from the garden centre or the kitchen aisle. The carnage continued in a wide spread from the doorway, past the checkouts and down the main, central avenue. Looking up, she saw a sign indicating that there was a long aisle to the left of this led to a delicatessen and bakery, reached through the side aisles off the main avenue containing tinned goods, sodas, chips, or at the far end, the chilled and frozen goods section. The side aisle on the right contained health products, beauty products and household cleaning items, terminating at the garden centre, and these had only a narrow aisle, enough to push a shopping cart round to the next aisle, on the far side. Scanning the area revealed there were a number - dozens in fact - of infected in all directions, causing Melissa to suspect that in total there were more inside the store than milling around outside. She stepped forward cautiously, doing her best not to make any noise as she moved amongst the scattered debris, and looked for any sign of them congregating, which would likely disclose where the woman was hiding. Disgustingly, some she could see were too busy to hunt new prey because they were still devouring their last meal; ripping off pieces of flesh with their hands to push it hurriedly into their mouths and swallowing after barely chewing. Averting her gaze from the revolting sight, Melissa moved past them - although she couldn’t help but notice they dropped their ‘food’ and froze as the suppressive effect of the collar washed over them.

Melissa decided that the only way to proceed with her search was to continue down the main avenue to see if she could then spot the larger grouping of infected she was looking for. Melissa started to move quickly. She scanned left and right down the side aisles as she passed, again seeing infected come to a stop as they were suppressed. She saw small groups of two to five, as well as some individuals, but there was no expected horde of infected which would have revealed the woman’s hiding place. Melissa strained her ears, trying to pinpoint a loud chorus of groans and moans, but it was difficult, thanks in large part to the size of the store and also because there were just so many of them, making it near impossible to pinpoint a single source. Melissa continued to scan side to side, moving at a speedy walk, as she tried to find anything which would indicate where the mysterious woman was located. She was nearing the back of the store when she became aware that the general hum of groans was increasing, indicating that there was a greater concentration close by. She looked around; on her left were a number of small side aisles containing kitchenware and a wide open area filled with various clothing racks. To the right of these, clipped to the back wall, were a display of bicycles, while on her immediate right were two aisles filled with garden essentials, from packets of seeds to spades and rakes – the latter slotted into grooves cut in the countertop. Finally, there was an aisle displaying summer toys. When she came in line with that, what she saw made her gasp softly. In the corner, beneath a sign indicating it was the ‘Car Maintenance and Repair Center’ was a sea of infected. They were densely packed on both sides of a long, wide, L shaped countertop. Melissa couldn’t be sure from her vantage point, but she imagined there were close to a hundred in that specific location; all pressing forward in an attempt to reach something. They moaned and groaned, some outstretching their arms to swipe at the air as though it might help them catch whatever prey they could sense. Melissa cursed silently and instinctively tightened her grip on her weapon. As she thought about passing through them, the memory of attempting to cross the casino floor in the Seraph flashed into her mind and she quickly checked to make sure the light on the collar was a steady green. Seeing it was, Melissa approached the area and started leveraging the infected away, shifting them both carefully and with speed. She pushed through and eventually found herself at the counter, where she climbed up and took a look around. There were definitely a hundred or more infected around her, but thanks to the density of their packing, they were mostly under the effect of the collar. As might be expected, there were indentations where they’d banged up against the counter, but considering the volume of infected, Melissa was a little surprised it had stood up as well as it had. There was door labeled ‘Office’ behind the counter on the left, and Melissa decided it was the obvious place to check first.

With a little difficulty she slid down, jostling several infected as she did so. As she moved through, Melissa realized that if the woman she was hopefully about to rescue wasn’t close enough to her to be immediately shielded within the limit of the suppression area of her collar she would need to use her knife to execute many of the crushing throng of infected to reach her. It would be exhausting work, and she was already brain weary and achingly tired, but Melissa put that thought aside for now. First she needed to find out if the woman was still alive, only then could she develop a plan to get her to safety. Melissa forced her way towards the office, nearly tripping over a discarded metal tool box - which would have made a terrible racket had she kicked it. Reaching the office door, Melissa pushed on it, but found it was stuck on something, causing the door to make a clunking sound; it wasn’t loud, and was nowhere near loud enough to stir the infected from their collar induced stupor - as the tool box would have been - but it made Melissa think twice before applying more pressure to see if she could force the door open.

Close examination revealed the door was open a tiny crack, barely enough for her to squeeze her fingers through. She looked around, her discomfort increasing as noted the infected were within an inch of her on all sides; the stench of their decaying bodies nauseating in the claustrophobic space. Too much noise as she forced her way in and she’d be dead with no chance of escape, but her only other point of entry was the large, metal roll-up garage door further along on the right, which would mean she would have to climb out and edge around the countertop to access it. As she thought about both options she was struck by the thought that it was a strange place to have a garage door, as the cars in for repair were not going to enter the store, but she mused, if the centre was a new addition then it was possible it was at one time a warehouse used to store the bicycles and gardening tools and a roll up door would give easier access. Melissa shook her head, wondering how she had allowed her thoughts to be sidetracked in such a perilous situation, and focused on which way to gain entry. If she were to open the garage door the infected would be able to flood in and if the woman wasn’t in a secure position... she didn’t need to think any further. She had no choice but to find a way to open the door as quickly and quietly as possible.

Melissa pulled back then put the weight of her body behind a push with her shoulder...  and found that it gave a little, the gap widening enough to get her hand through. Feeling relieved that the door was giving without too much noise, Melissa took a deep breath and then pulled back again to launch a third shove at the door. This time it gave away suddenly, the door flying open and launching Melissa through it. She tried to stop herself, especially upon seeing a trio of infected - one on the ground, presumably knocked away from the door and two others milling near a window that looked into the car maintenance garage - but there was nothing for her to grab hold of, so she fell, landing heavily on the downed infected. It roared, but didn’t retaliate, becoming instantly subdued by the collar, for which Melissa felt a surge of relief. The noise of the door opening and Melissa’s fall through it however, had drawn a few of the infected in from outside, and they stumbled slowly forward. Melissa quickly rolled off the infected she’d landed on and got to her feet before she was trampled beneath the feet of those investigating the noise. She stood still, but grabbed her weapon in case she needed it. She was motionless and soundless, holding her breath and allowing the collar to do its work. The infected walked into the room, but came to a stop. Some were peering at her with what she could only perceive as a puzzled look, others appeared to have a faraway look on their dead faces. Melissa’s heart was racing, but as the infected settled down, she began to scan the office. It featured a desk set up beneath the window looking into the garage, with a tower unit and monitor on top, the latter playing a screensaver. A few filing cabinets ran along the opposite wall, with a door directly opposite the one she’d fallen through that led into the garage. There was blood on the floor and she surmised that three people had been trapped in here having tried to escape, but one had already been bitten and had turned after they locked the door; creating a tomb rather than a safe haven for the other pair. One of the trio was considerably more muscular and bulky than the two lingering near the window and it was obviously he that had been idling in front of the door and been the source of the obstruction when she tried to enter. Melissa had been unable to hear the sound of his irritated growls - which he surely issued when he was hit by the door - due to them being nullified by the solid wood, and also because they were drowned by the vast chorus of moans and groans which had surrounded her. She made her way to the window with some difficulty, as the relatively small office was now getting somewhat crowded. At the desk, Melissa peered through the window and tried to find evidence of the woman she’d spoken to on the radio.

The garage seemed to be fully functional and there was equipment, like wrenches of various sizes, power tools, screwdrivers, clips and cables, as well as tools Melissa didn’t recognize, and two sections for vehicles to park with an inspection pit beneath. A sign on the left wall indicated that it was the ‘Ultra Value Market, Ultra Value Car Maintenance Bay’, which was quite a mouthful, and Melissa became mentally tongue tied as she tried to read it. Why a supermarket had attempted to branch out in such a way Melissa couldn’t imagine. Regardless, it was there and she was hoping there would be some indication of the mysterious woman in need of rescue. Examining the area beyond the window in further detail, she saw that a body lay in each of the inspections pits, one with its head so brutally abused it was barely recognizable as once having been human, and the other with a screwdriver driven deep into its skull. Someone alive had been in there to inflict those death blows at some point, but, unfortunately, she couldn’t see anyone now. There was, however, a large pair of garage doors that would allow someone to exit the facility, so Melissa decided to investigate further. She turned, carefully pushed her way through the infected to the connecting door and tried the handle. Surprisingly, she discovered it opened easily. Melissa stepped through, shutting the door quickly behind her before any of the groaning multitude crowding the office could follow, and discovered the reason she had been able to gain entrance so effortlessly was because it had no lock. She gave it an extra nudge, though she doubted it would do much to help should the full weight of the infected press up against it.

The acrid smells of the garage filled Melissa’s nose as she moved into it, the combination of metallic odors and greasy, oily scents masking the stench of the decaying infected in the service pits somewhat. She was carefully looking around for any indication of a previously hidden infected or the woman she was trying to find, but as of yet, she could see nothing. Melissa brought her weapon up to a full ready position, bracing the stock against her shoulder before she spoke.

“Hey! Are you in here?” She demanded, somewhat loudly.

At first there was no sound, but then she detected a faint clunking as though someone was moving about.

“Identify yourself or you might get shot!” Melissa instructed harshly.

“Don’t shoot! Don’t shoot me, please!” The woman from the radio pleaded. “I’m coming up, just please, don’t shoot me!” She begged. Melissa aimed her weapon where the woman would emerge from the inspection pit, seemingly having hidden beneath the body leaving her daubed in blood and viscera. Melissa kept her weapon level, but did not have her finger on the trigger.

A wild, messy mane of red hair appeared, followed by a frightened face. Her mascara had run, indicating that she’d been crying, a suspicion confirmed by the red, puffy lids around her grey eyes. She climbed out and raised her arms far too high above her head, almost comically so, in a gesture of absolute surrender. She was wearing - in the context of fighting the undead - a rather impractical dress that trailed down a few inches along the ground at the back and covered the leather boots in front that flashed as she took a step towards Melissa, who lowered her weapon a little.

“You were on the radio?” Melissa asked.

“Yes. Yes, I was.”

“Then where is it? The radio?”

“On my belt.” The woman replied, pirouetting around to show that the radio was clipped to a faux belt around the waist of her dress at the back.

“What’s your name?” Melissa asked.

“Rochelle.”

“Put your arms down, Rochelle, I’m not going to hurt you.” Melissa told her, lowering her weapon. “But we’ve got a real problem.”

“What’s that?” Rochelle asked as she brought her arms to her side.

“There’s a lot of infected on the other side of that door. I know a safe place, but getting there is going to be a bit tricky.” Melissa informed her, while thinking to herself that it just might’ve been the biggest understatement she’d ever made.
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Chapter Five
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Kevin approached the bus cautiously. He’d noted a convenience store about half way between the bus and the police station, but hadn’t wanted to lug the resources until the bus was secure if he could help it. When he saw the number of infected for the second time, he realized how good an idea that had been. He maneuvered himself carefully between them, feeling infinitely less safe doing so than when he was with Melissa and Roy, and he scolded himself severely for his... unease. Even so, every time a soft groan escaped a dead throat, every time one of them shifted to look at him as he slid past, he felt a fresh surge of panic and fear induced adrenaline pump into his already hammering heart. This wasn’t what he signed up for. Kevin wasn’t a coward; he’d been in gun battles, he’d been in some pretty intense investigations, but this was unreal. It was the kind of thing that happened in the movies his sister used to make him watch when they were kids. She loved zombie movies, and now the world was living a real one. Briefly, as he skirted around a half consumed woman lying on the road, Kevin wondered what his sister thought about the state of the world now. She’d moved to Alaska a few years ago; he’d mocked her, wondering how she could leave behind the big city and all it had to offer. In return she’d asked him how he could stand to be in such a busy place with crime on every street and no sense of community. There’d been no reports of infected or Reborn in Alaska the last he’d checked, but that had been days ago. Kevin decided that as soon as the Ancillary was dropped off wherever they needed to take her, he was going to Alaska to be with his sister. She was all he had in the world and he knew their parents would want him to keep her safe - his superiors would just have to understand, and if they didn’t, he would go anyway.

Thinking of Fiona, his sister, a sense of calm settled over him and allowed him to do the job he’d been sent there to do. First, he cleared the bodies from inside the bus, the whole ones as well as the parts left behind by the infected, and then he scouted around the bus looking for a closer store where he could get some supplies. The search proved fruitless, so he was forced to go back to the previously identified convenience store to get what they would need. He lugged a few crates of water and some packs of junk food and sandwiches; not the most ideal food, but the junk stuff had the longest expiration date and, as such, would be better if they couldn’t safely stop again. It was foolish, but Kevin felt guilty just taking the supplies so he had left some cash in the tip jar on the counter, hoping whoever owned it was not only still alive, but would be able to collect the money at some point.

The work so far hadn’t been difficult, but it had left Kevin feeling a little tired, so he slumped into the driver's seat of the bus and took a moment to breathe. After he had started to feel less winded, he took several more minutes while trying to decipher the bus’ controls. He turned the ignition on and began to press some of the buttons; some were marked, making it easy for him to figure out what they did, but the symbols on others were so worn that the only way to figure out their meaning was by pressing them. One turned on the lights inside, one turned on the window wipers. The vehicle apparently had an automatic gear system, which was good, as Kevin didn’t know the first thing about driving a bus let alone having to figure out the gears. Next he found the button that closed the doors, which gave him some relief as the infected were still milling about outside.

“Okay you big metal beast, let’s see if we can start you up.” Kevin told the bus as he turned the ignition over, causing the engine to rumble, very loudly, into life. He revved the engine a little as he tried to get a feeling for how much pressure he needed to apply on the gas pedal. After that, he disengaged the parking brake and the bus rolled forward a little, so he grabbed the wheel and turned it hand over hand, trying to get the bus to turn. The way it had come to a stop made it difficult to turn in the intersection, so he was forced to slam on the brakes.

Kevin took a deep breath, switched to reverse, and applied pressure to the gas, turning the wheel the other way to get the bus to line up with the street currently on his right, which led back to the police station. However, the roar of the engine had riled up the infected around the bus, just as Melissa had warned him it would. There were a few angrily bashing the exterior, while others reached up to slap the windows with the palms of their hands. Kevin looked around and made use of the mirrors, confirming to him that the engine was drawing in even more of them; pretty soon, they would surround the whole vehicle.

He brought the bus to a stop after aligning it along the street and switched to forward drive. As he pressed on the gas however, a loud impact slammed into the window, a chunk of glass blowing out and sending fragments clattering inside while also causing cracks to form along the windscreen. Kevin cursed and ducked down. He didn’t have the faintest idea where the shot had come from, but a second after he’d moved into cover another shot punctured the window and slammed into the driver’s seat - where’d been only a moment earlier. Kevin hadn’t turned off the engine, so as it chugged away the infected continued their assault on the bus with growing intensity. Kevin’s mind reeled with confusion over what action he should take to extricate himself from his current predicament. He considered getting into position behind the wheel and driving away as quickly as he could, but this thought was put to bed as a quick pair of shots slammed into the bus again, making a loud thumping sound that was followed by a continuous hammering from the infected. Kevin, scared and confused, gasped in fear. He looked to his side and saw that the infected were hammering on the door to the bus; if they continued their assault and he didn’t move soon, he’d be done for.

Taking a few quick, steadying breaths, Kevin crawled into a position where he could reach the wheel with one hand and the gas pedal with the other. He had no idea how he was going to maneuver the bus clear of the infected and away from the Reborn using him for target practice, but he wasn’t exactly overwhelmed with options, so he mumbled the first prayer his mother had taught him as he turned the wheel and pressed down on gas. The bus rumbled and he thankfully felt a surge of forward movement. A moment later, however, the bus pitched sideways, and was met with an increase of angry undead howls and a pair of fresh shots into the vehicle's frame. Kevin risked a quick peek upward, managing to barely get his eyes above the dashboard area and catch a glimpse of where he was before the sniper fired at him again; the projectile narrowly missing him as he ducked back down. He was barely able to register that he needed to level out and keep going - away from the gathered horde of infected and the position the sniper was firing from. He repeated the prayer and assured himself he was near safety when one of the side windows about three seats back on the opposite side shattered. Surprise caused him to look in its direction to see fragments of glass everywhere. Without warning the bus then made a loud crunching sound and came to a sudden, violent halt. Kevin cursed with a fluency that would have made his pastor frown, as it had caused him let go of the wheel and lose his handhold on the pedal. A moment later, he was horrified to hear a renewed, aggressive assault on the doors of the bus and, turning to look, Kevin saw the infected had managed to pry them open a fraction, bloodying the tips of their fingers in the process. Glancing the other way, he saw a multitude of arms flailing around the blown out window, and then, with rising panic, saw three trying to clamber in.

Stricken with terror, Kevin didn’t stop to think. He switched the vehicle into reverse then hammered on the gas, pulling the bus back in an awkward lurch. He looked at the window and was exasperated to find they hadn’t been dislodged as he’d hoped and, as he released the gas and pressed on the brake, one of them made it into the bus, dropping heavily onto a seat before rolling off onto the floor. Though the side of the bus was again taking fire from the sniper, fracturing at least one more side window, Kevin risked popping his head up to take a quick look out of the front window. He saw that if he turned the steering wheel violently to the right and accelerated, it would realign the bus so it could continue on to the police station. Briefly, he considered getting into the driver’s seat again, but this thought was literally shot down as a bullet slammed through the driver side window and took a chunk out of the dashboard. Instead, he yanked hard on the steering wheel and slammed his other hand down hard on the gas pedal. The bus roared into life and surged violently to the left. He let it go for a second before turning the wheel back, hopefully leveling it out as it tore down the street. Looking back, he saw that one other infected had made it inside while the third had been dislodged. The two that were inside had crawled into the aisle and, one on top of the other, were scrambling towards him, the noise of the engine overriding the suppression of the collar and allowing them to see him for what he was: a meal.

Kevin looked up over the dashboard and saw that he was going relatively straight, and had now moved sufficiently down the street to be well clear of the intersection - and, he hoped, the line of fire from the sniper. The two infected were getting closer and closer, and he realized if he didn’t deal with them now they’d be within striking distance in seconds. Cautiously, he relinquished his hold on the steering wheel but kept his other hand on the gas - hoping to put more distance between himself and the sniper - while he grabbed his assault rifle and awkwardly tried to line up a headshot on the closest infected. He fired a pair of shots, but in his haste he had failed to take a solid grip on the weapon and they missed wildly, imbedding in the seats instead. Cursing loudly, he braced the rifle more rigidly against his shoulder and fired again, blasting open the skull of the closest infected as it reached out its hand to grab his boot. The second infected howled and crawled quicker, trying to clamber over its fallen companion to reach him. He took a brief steadying breath and squeezed the trigger, killing it instantly.

He had concentrated so hard on eradicating the threat to his life he’d almost forgotten he was still pressing on the gas until the bus came to another unexpected, crunching, violent stop, which made the whole vehicle shudder and sent the supplies he’d stacked so carefully on the rear seats scattering down into the blood-soaked aisle. Kevin himself hit the back of his head against the dashboard area and was disoriented for a moment. He struggled to his feet and immediately saw that he’d crashed into a car at the side of the road. The bus’ engine was still running, and when he looked back he saw he was about half a street down from the intersection. Assuming he was safe from the sniper, he shifted into the driver’s seat, put the bus in reverse and slowly backed away from the mangled vehicle, which lost its license plate amongst other pieces of jagged metal as the two separated. As he prepared to drive around the obstruction a thought occurred to him, so he grabbed his radio and pressed the talk button while he continued to drive with one hand.

“Roy? Melissa? Is anyone there?”

“That sounds important, Mr. Snipes; I think you should answer it. The Witness is probably busy.” The Ancillary told Roy. He didn’t like the idea of doing anything she told him, but he picked up the radio and left the cells. In any case, he’d spent enough time talking to her and knew he still had work to do.

“What is it, Kevin?” Roy asked roughly as he shut the door leading to the cells and crossed over to the one leading to the main floor of the police station.

“I was shot at by a sniper while I was getting the bus. I don’t think I should come directly back, not unless Melissa’s there and you guys are ready to leave?”

“She’s not back, and no, don’t come straight here. If it was the Reborn shooting at you then we don’t want to lead them back to the Ancillary, and if it was just some nut then we don’t want them to set up outside and take a shot at Melissa when she does arrive back.” Roy confirmed.

“Right. So, uh, should I just drive around the block?” Kevin questioned.

“I don’t know, just try to get somewhere away from the infected, kill the engine and settle down for a while. When we find out where Melissa is, we can come up with a better plan.”

“Okay, that sounds logical... I guess.” Kevin responded. To Roy, he still sounded rattled, which wasn’t entirely surprising.

“Hey,” Roy started, “be careful out there. And if you take fire again, come straight here and we’ll just deal with it.”

“Okay, will do. Over and out.” Kevin responded. Roy was still holding the radio to his mouth, and held it there for a few seconds after Kevin had apparently continued on his way. The advice he’d given him was the best Roy could think of, but somewhere, in the back of his mind, he couldn’t help but remember his conversation with the Ancillary and the promise she’d made if he would help her when the time was right. At first he’d laughed inwardly, ridiculing the idea that he would help her. But then, as she’d talked and explained herself, a part of Roy was disturbed to find that he could see her point of view.

Melissa had scavenged quickly around the garage, looking for more weapons, or anything that could be turned into one - anything which would give them an edge if the infected turned feral. Rochelle, it seemed, was somewhat particular regarding what weapon she could use to defend herself. Apparently she hadn’t killed the two infected in the garage; her boyfriend had before heading out into the market to get some supplies. He hadn’t returned, but had fortunately left the radio they’d taken from a fallen police officer. She recounted this story in minute detail while Melissa searched and tried to listen, but quickly grew weary of the woman’s endless diatribe.

“How about you try this? Think you can swing it?” Melissa asked, handing her a heavy wrench. Rochelle dropped it immediately, making a loud clunking sound in the process that caused a small ruckus of infected moans and groans from the other side of the garage door.

“I guess that’s a no.” Melissa stated the obvious, before muttering quietly to herself. “Lord, help me; is there anything she can do?”

“Sorry, it’s too heavy.” Rochelle responded.

Melissa had previously given her a long screwdriver, but apparently the idea of stabbing someone made her feel sick; she was also too afraid of missing with a chain and hitting herself or Melissa, and, when offered a large hammer, claimed she’d never had good hand-eye coordination and wasn’t convinced she could hit a zombie’s head, let alone with enough force to disable or kill it.

“So, is there anything you think you could use as a weapon?” Melissa asked shortly. Rochelle looked around the garage, a frightened, slightly confused look on her face. Eventually her eyes settled on Melissa’s rifle, and immediately Melissa shook her head.

‘No offence, but if you think your hand-eye coordination sucks too much to hit a zombie with a hammer, I’m not going to trust you with a gun.” Melissa told her directly.

“That’s a little rude, but I guess I see your point.” Rochelle told her. “So, what are we going to do?”

Melissa shook her head. “Something you’re not going to like.”

“Uh, oh.” Rochelle stated.

“You’re going to hold onto me really, really, tightly, and we’re going to walk out of here.”

“That’s crazy!”

“No, it’s not. You see this collar I’m wearing? It should stop the infected from detecting us, as long as we’re quiet and there’re no loud noises.”

“And if there is a loud noise?” Rochelle questioned.

“Then we run.” Melissa told her determinedly.

“Oh, my God! Have you done this before?”

“I have.”

“And did it work?”

“Without a hitch.” Melissa lied.

“I guess... I guess we could.”

“Absolutely we can.” Melissa told her with breezy confidence. After all, mentioning what happened the first time she’d tried it wouldn’t fill Rochelle with confidence and settle her nerves. Melissa had first hoped they could go straight out the external garage doors, but found they were locked and secured by a padlock, which meant their only way out was through the market, the least pleasant option of escape.

It didn’t seem wise to cut through the office, mostly because climbing over the counter to get out would make it difficult to keep Rochelle within the protective area of the collar, so Melissa approached the garage door and saw a large yellow box next to it, with one green and one red button. Melissa looked back at Rochelle who was about two paces away from her, shivering with uncontrollable fear.

“Get back into the inspection pit and stay there until the door’s open.”

“Why?”

“Because if this makes too much racket they’re going to rile up; I’ll come get you when it’s safe.”

“O-Okay.” Rochelle responded though chattering teeth.

Once she was down in the inspection pit Melissa looked back at the yellow box. She needed to get as far away from it as possible once she had pressed the button, hoping the door would rise quickly and that once the noise ceased, the infected would fall rapidly under the suppressive effect of the collar. Melissa considered taking a moment, just in case this was the last thing she ever did - to smell the roses, figuratively speaking - but then she gazed intently at her surroundings. If this was it, there wasn’t exactly a rose to smell in the dirty garage, so she hit the green button then swiftly retreated as far as she could, pressing her back against the exterior doors. The mechanism rumbled into life, raising the door speedily but loudly. The metal was clunking and rattling as it folded up into the rack that ran along the ceiling, and the reaction amongst the infected was immediate. Aggravated, they growled and roared angrily, swatting first at the door as it retreated away from them and then at the space where it had been. Melissa let the assault rifle hang at her side and withdrew the knife, preparing to kill any that reached her. As the door slid away, the infected began to notice Melissa and started towards her, a pair of outliers stretching out their arms as they moved across the garage floor towards her. She held the knife ready, her other arm raised and ready to grapple the first infected to reach her. The metal screeched and groaned as the door continued its journey into its housing, while the first of the infected reached the halfway point between it and Melissa. More were noticing her from beyond the opening too - and perhaps also catching the scent of Rochelle - and they began filing into the garage area in the wake of the forerunners, moaning and groaning with every faltering step. The door came to a loud clunking stop, but the infected were still rabidly incensed. The nearest suddenly lunged towards Melissa and, without wasting a second to consider her actions, she snatched hold of it by the throat before slamming the knife into its forehead. As she yanked the blade free, a spurt of blood escaping as she did, she tossed the corpse to the side. She had no time to observe the greater horde of infected as another close one was trying to seize her free arm. Melissa reacted immediately, stabbing it through the temple and pulling the blade free as a third came at her. It dropped to its knees and reached out in an attempt to grab her legs and pull her off her feet, but Melissa swung her arm and slammed the blade down, puncturing the crown of its skull. As she pulled the knife back, ready to assault the fourth, she realized those closest to her were coming to a stop and the ones behind were slowing. In the silence that followed - broken only by the irritating groaning of the horde in the supermarket, who were too far from the collars numbing effect, and Rochelle’s barely audible whimpering - the collar fully reasserted its influence over those infected nearby. Melissa swiftly moved to Rochelle’s hiding spot, standing over it and preventing them from detecting her. She scanned the dozen or so infected who had surged into the garage and the dozen more attempting to join them, looking for any indication that they were about to attack. However, they seemed to be sedated, at least for the moment. Melissa, now that the danger seemed to have passed, realized that her heart was racing and thudding in her chest. The most important thing was that the plan appeared to have worked; the infected had stopped and the door was open. Now, all they needed to do was walk out.

“Just like that.” Melissa said to herself.

Melissa cautiously moved to the entrance of the maintenance pit and gestured for Rochelle to come up, using an open hand, palm down gesture that she raised and lowered slowly, hoping Rochelle interpreted it as ‘move slowly’. Rochelle started to clamber up, moving with extreme caution, her boots clunking very softly on the steps as she came back up to ground level. She was a few paces away from Melissa, and the infected closest to Rochelle gradually turned in her direction, audibly sniffing the air and looking about. They didn’t move, however, and this led Melissa to believe that the plan would work as long as Rochelle kept in close proximity to her. She approached the other woman and stepped in front of her.

“Arms around my waist; move with me.” Melissa whispered over her shoulder before focusing on the docile throng before them. Rochelle slipped her arms around Melissa, holding her so tight it was almost crushing. She also brought her boots up so close she was almost on Melissa’s heels, but the latter knew it was a necessary discomfort.

With Rochelle almost fused to her, Melissa started to move. She took cautious steps, progressing carefully and quietly, feeling Rochelle move in time with her. The infected seemed... uneasy, was the only description Melissa could apply to them, as though they sensed something but couldn’t locate it. Melissa kept the knife drawn, ready to use if one of them so much as looked at the pair the wrong way, but hoped she wouldn’t have to as any violent encounter would unnerve Rochelle. If the frightened woman started screaming and shouting, then it could quickly lead to disaster. Melissa gently pushed the infected aside, not using significant force to dislodge them in case this broke them from their collar induced stupor. They walked, the awkward movements reminding Melissa of a video she’d seen of a toddler walking behind her parent by holding onto his trousers. The video had been adorable, but living through it with the flesh eating undead on all sides was a radically different experience. They made their way slowly but surely through the packed infected near the door. Melissa was continuing to carefully forge a path without making any rapid movements, which could alert them to the prey just within their grasp. Behind Melissa, Rochelle suddenly let out a soft, fearful murmur when one of the infected brushed against her. A number of them turned to peer in puzzlement at the direction of the sound, but thankfully failed to detect Melissa and Rochelle. The former, after a shake of her head to show her disapproval, continued creating a path until they reached the point where the infected started to thin out and, as they passed through the doorway, Melissa was relieved to see it was significantly less densely packed outside than when she arrived. Many had started shuffling away, others stood motionless, staring off into an endless distance. As they passed by, Melissa saw that one had flopped down, collapsing onto its rear to stare intensely at its feet. There was, Melissa noticed, a strangely forlorn look on its face, as though a part of its brain knew exactly what it was. The sadness expressed in its eyes made Melissa view it not only as one of the infected - a flesh eating monster - but also as the person it once was and she felt a brief surge of sympathy.

Melissa kept moving forward, Rochelle still clinging like a limpet behind her, and tried not to think about the infected in a personal, human way. She was always aware that they were once people - that just a few hours ago they had been alive and afraid - but she had to detach herself from this knowledge. It was necessary in order to fight and kill them with the raw ferocity it took to slaughter them in large numbers. However, moving through them and knowing how quickly they would turn on her and Rochelle without the collar she wore brought back memories of the Seraph, particularly of the slaughter in the Money Pit. She’d always kept her emotions in check in front of the doctors and nurses - and even Roy when he came to visit her in the hospital - but Melissa had wept when those memories surfaced. The tears would come in long, endless streams when she thought about the horror of those fear-filled innocents who had died at the hands of the infected, perhaps to rise up after being turned into one of them or becoming fodder for their voracious appetites. Melissa was a survivor, and doing whatever was necessary to survive had come with surprising ease, but it wasn’t without a toll that she paid in private.

They cleared the area filled with the more sparsely packed infected and were approaching the summer toys aisle. From there, Melissa planned to turn left and move, a little more quickly, down the main avenue and out through the front doors. She let her mind wander forward to the journey back to the police station. Once clear of the parking lot they could probably separate and run side by side, as the infected hadn’t been overly plentiful. All they needed was for Kevin to be back with the bus and then... Melissa paused, causing Rochelle to bump into her. She reached for the radio and changed it back to the prearranged frequency, in case Roy or Kevin tried to contact her. She’d been so wrapped up in getting Rochelle out that she’d forgotten to change it back and could only hope they hadn’t been trying to contact her.

Turning the corner at the end of the toy aisle they started down the main avenue. Melissa looked ahead. She could see the large group of infected near the main doors. Once they passed them they would be home free, and for a few, fleeting moments Melissa allowed herself to feel hopeful... this feeling passed almost immediately however. Working their way through the infected, she spotted four individuals, likely Reborn by the way they were garbed and armed. Backing them up, another four pushed through, their weapons raised as they scanned the vicinity. Melissa hurriedly guided Rochelle down the nearest aisle on the left, ensuring the pair of them were out of the line of sight. She looked over her shoulder at Rochelle and brought a finger to her lips, then prized the almost iron grip of the latter’s fingers away from her stomach and indicated she was going to move alone. With extreme reluctance, Rochelle released her. Melissa shuffled to the edge of the aisle and then peaked down it towards the store’s entrance. The Reborn were establishing a perimeter, making a semi circle out of their number as they surveyed the immediate area. As Melissa peered at them she noticed there was an extra attachment to the barrel of their rifles; it was wide and bulky, and was, in Melissa’s opinion, a suppressor. Looking at her own rifle, Melissa felt a pang of frustration. They could fire with less chance of drawing the immediate attention of the infected, while one shot from her would cause a massive disturbance.

The Reborn in front removed his balaclava, revealing he was a bald, tan-skinned man who was giving instructions to the other Reborn via hand gestures. He lowered his weapon and strode forward confidently, working his way around the scattered infected in the entranceway and striding towards the main avenue.

“Witness!” He called out, his voice loud and clear and momentarily attracting the attention of a number of infected, who, when he fell silent, simply slipped back into a subdued stupor.

“Shit.” Melissa whispered. She didn’t know how they knew she was there, but they were blocking her intended point of escape, so the only way out was through a backdoor, a delivery entrance or fire escape. And, Melissa mused, there was no guarantee they weren’t covering those exits too.

“I only want to talk!” The Reborn called out. Melissa continued to observe and saw his team execute several infected that had started towards them with knives; obviously riled up by the loud speech.

Melissa wasn’t sure what to do. She was sure that just talking wasn’t on his mind but Melissa knew she had a bargaining chip: the Ancillary. If she could find some way to use her as leverage then perhaps she could secure a way out for her and Rochelle. Not that she would actually give up her prize, but they didn’t need to know that, Melissa told herself. She glanced at Rochelle to attract her attention, and then whispered quickly.

“Stay here.”

Melissa started to move away from the woman so that she could slink out from around the corner, but Rochelle surged forward and grabbed her arm tightly, holding her in place.

“Wait! What are you doing?” Rochelle hissed quietly.

“I’m going to try to get us out of this.”

“Please, don’t go.” Rochelle pleaded. Melissa recognized the fear in her eyes and the desperate need to not be left alone again. She knew leaving her behind wasn’t without its risks, the most pressing one of which was that she would be outside the protection of Melissa’s collar. But if she was quick it wouldn’t matter as there weren’t any infected in line of sight. Melissa put her hand on Rochelle’s and squeezed it in a supportive way, but then started to move again.

“I’ll be right back, don’t worry.” Melissa assured her. Rochelle barely managed to open her mouth to argue before Melissa pulled away. She moved into the main avenue of the store, her weapon half at the ready and her gaze focused on the Reborn team leader. He saw her, and began to calmly walk towards her, his arms raised at the elbow with no weapon in his hands. Melissa moved a couple of aisles closer and came to a stop. The other Reborn had seen her too, and had shifted to make sure they each had her in their line of fire. As the leader came to a halt, Melissa began to wonder if she’d made an unwise choice.

“Witness, it’s such a great honor to meet you.” He announced cordially.

“The honor is all yours.” Melissa assured him.

“My name is Angelo, and we’re here to collect you and help you prepare for your meeting with the Teacher. First, we need you to take us to the Ancillary.” Angelo explained.

“That’s not going to happen.” Melissa stated firmly.

“But it is, Witness. Our forces are covering the city; even if you leave this place, we’ll be able to find you before you get very far. You really have no option.”

Melissa gestured slightly with her gun.

“I’m thinking I’ve got a few.”

“I wouldn’t advise that, Witness.” Angelo told her. “We have numbers and the presence of the infected on our side.”

“If you kill me you’ll never find the Ancillary and my friend will make sure you don’t find her alive.” Melissa threatened.

“We’ve no intention of killing you, Witness. Our orders are to recover you alive, at any cost - even the Ancillary’s life.”

Melissa realized she didn’t have any leverage; the Ancillary wasn’t a bargaining chip, she was just another cog in the machine, as expendable as any of the Reborn soldiers; knowing the Ancillary, she was probably perfectly fine with that.

“Our duty is to stimulate your desire to willingly join us, but we won’t simply be laying down our lives. We’ll hunt you and use extreme force to bring you in, and believe me when I say our forces are descending on this little city en masse: drones, helicopters and boots on the ground. We’re not leaving here without you, Witness, so it’s in your best interest to surrender yourself and lead us to the Ancillary. It’s in the best interest of the young FBI agent currently trapped on a bus being pursued by a team of our snipers, and it's in the best interest of Mr. Snipes, who we’ll find sooner or later.” Angelo continued. His hubris revealed one thing, Melissa noted, and that was they still didn’t know where Roy and the Ancillary were. If she could get out of here, find Kevin and go straight for Roy, they still had a chance; not a good one, but any chance was better than none.

Glancing around, Melissa knew she was going to have to fight her way out, and that wasn’t going to be easy. There was one thing in her favor, however.

“So, no matter what happens, your orders are to take me alive?” Melissa wanted to confirm.

“Correct, Witness.” Angelo affirmed, though with an unstated implication written clearly on his face that she could be wounded.

“Good to know.” Melissa responded. She quickly raised her weapon and fired, the loud explosion of her gunshot reverberating around the store, which was followed by a short yelp of pain from Angelo as the bullet tore through his upper leg. It was a calculated attack; not only did it incapacitate him, the blood and the sound would draw the infected. He collapsed backward onto his rear, and began reaching for his weapon. Melissa was already on the move however, sprinting back towards the aisle where she hoped Rochelle was still hiding. She rounded the corner to the sound of bullet impacts all around her, followed by a frantic call from Angelo.

“Be careful you fools, we need her alive!” He roared, the tone of his voice conveying both pain and anger.

Melissa grabbed Rochelle by the arm and pulled her along, while bullets hit goods at the end of the aisle behind her. The sound of their weapons firing was significantly reduced - a dull thump instead of an explosive bang. It would still draw in the closer infected, but it decreased the sound sufficiently to encourage a belief that the groups further away might not even notice. Melissa wouldn’t have that luxury, so she needed to either remove their advantage or limit her actions against them as much as possible. Her first thought was to repeat what she’d done in the Seraph; find a fire alarm and trigger it, which would certainly incense the infected. Unfortunately, though she scanned around quickly, Melissa couldn’t see one, so when she emerged at the end of the aisle she turned left, heading vaguely back in the direction of the garage area. She could see the massive group of infected ahead, straying towards the sound of the gunshot. Rochelle suddenly screamed; it was a loud, explosive sound of fear as her self control finally broke. She was moving, but it was almost entirely under Melissa’s control; had Melissa not had her hand around her arm, Rochelle would undoubtedly have simply collapsed into a heap on the floor and waited for the end.

“Shut up!” Melissa told her harshly as she pulled her into the aisle housing garden tools but Rochelle wouldn’t, or perhaps couldn’t, control her panicked, fearful screams. They were loud and constant, only diminishing when she needed to draw fresh breath for the next powerful explosion of sound to escape her lips... and Melissa wasn’t the only one to be aggravated by it. She could hear the howls and growls of the infected as they started to surge, probably just those closest at first, but slowly the horde by the garage was turning; the undead interest in flesh piqued by the sound of a meal almost within their grasp. Suddenly, goods on the shelves at waist level beside them exploded, with fragments of plastic and ceramic flying out. The Reborn had advanced up the narrow aisle towards their position and if she didn’t act fast they would find themselves under attack from both ends. Releasing Rochelle, Melissa crept up towards the main avenue, leaned out and brought her weapon to bear. She fired quickly, her shots imprecise and more about forcing the Reborn to duck into cover. Still, she knew she clipped one in the shoulder and saw two other Reborn darting down an aisle dragging their injured comrade with them.

Melissa spun, grabbing Rochelle by the arm and pulling her round the corner into the next aisle. Melissa was fleeing blindly; she knew nothing more about the layout than what she had seen on her way in, but there would almost certainly be a door into the warehouse from the store and through there she hoped there would be another way out. Loud crashing erupted from above and Melissa skidded to a stop. There had been, so it seemed, skylights in the ceiling, and now, above the shattered glass fragments falling to the floor, she could see two pairs of Reborn sliding down rappelling ropes, beams from a light mounted on their weapons waving about as they held them in one hand while they used the other to control their descent. With no hesitation, Melissa raised her weapon and fired a stream of shots at the first pair, killing one before he had a chance to locate her, his body dropping down on top of a freezer before rolling off onto the floor of the aisle. She leveled her weapon at the second, squeezing off a series of quick, precise shots that definitely wounded him, but from his yells of pain, he wasn’t dead by the time he dropped. The sound of Melissa’s weapon fire was definitely agitating the undead as their cacophony of moans were rising up all around them; the closest groups and individuals further down the aisles being pulled violently from their collar induced stupor, while the horde in the distance became more and more active. However, her most pressing concern was the second team of rappelling Reborn soldiers. They started firing at Melissa, shots peppering the floor around her and hitting the shelving unit. Melissa scrambled to get out of the line of fire, bumping into Rochelle in her haste, who stumbled and hit the floor.

Melissa glanced over her shoulder to ensure the wailing Rochelle was uninjured, but her attention was immediately drawn to a trio of infected shuffling around the corner. Before she could take action a fresh salvo of gunfire blasted apart a number of goods on the shelves beside her, forcing her to duck further back. Rochelle crawled away, her voice becoming hoarse from her constant, fearful screams. The infected roared and surged towards the pair, hungry and, because of the gunfire and Rochelle’s terrified shrieks, seeing them despite the suppression of the collar. Leveling her weapon Melissa spun about. She took aim at the closest infected and executed it with a precise shot through the forehead. Twisting, she aimed at the second, but as she squeezed the trigger the lights suddenly went out, plunging her into complete and total blackness... and she immediately understood why the rappelling Reborn had lights attached to their weapons. The scene was illuminated briefly as her finger squeezed the trigger, the flash from the muzzle showing that the first infected had dropped to its knees. She had no idea if her shot had hit the second one, and with no way to see, she couldn’t do anything about the third.

Things continued to get worse; she heard a metallic clunk from her collar and when she looked down the light was out. She didn’t understand why it would stop working now, but realization dawned on her; in the Seraph they’d turned off the collars when it became obvious that the Reborn had lost the battle, so most likely, they had disabled the collars of all fallen Reborn soldiers in an effort to deactivate hers. Perhaps it was an effort to force her to surrender, but in truth the why was unimportant. The brutal fact she had to face was that she was trapped in the dark, surrounded by the Reborn, plus the infected, and didn’t have a working collar. On the plus side, Rochelle had stopped screaming.

“Oh shit!” Melissa muttered as she looked behind her at the beams of the rappelling Reborn’s flashlights aimed in her direction. She looked further and saw that across the main aisle and down two side aisles on the left, she could see a steady beam of light. One of the Reborn she’d shot was there and if she could get to his weapon she’d have some light.

Melissa heard a guttural growl coming from behind her and so she swiftly stooped, reaching with her free hand to find Rochelle’s arm and yanked the woman to her feet.

“We’ve got to move!” Melissa instructed.

“I-I can’t, I just, I... ” Rochelle started, her voice rough and croaky from screaming.

“Damn it, Rochelle, we’ve got to keep moving!” Melissa snarled crossly as she ejected the clip from her weapon, knowing it was mostly depleted. She fumbled to find a replacement, rammed it into its housing, and once it was reloaded, took a much needed deep breath in preparation. She was acutely aware at least one infected was closing in on them in the darkness. They needed to move... and move fast.

“Grab my belt.” Melissa commanded, and when she didn’t feel Rochelle following her directive snapped her head back and repeated her instruction angrily. Tentatively, she felt Rochelle’s fingers tightening around belt, so Melissa prepared to move.

“We’re going to have to move fast. If I run, you run. If I stop, you stop. You with me, Rochelle?”

“I-I guess.” She stammered in response.

“Then that’ll have to do.” Melissa told her brusquely. She braced herself and then surged forward. She knew that the only advantage she had was that the Reborn weren’t shooting to kill, although, being suspended from a rope would limit their accuracy, so she figured that perhaps she shouldn’t rely on that too much for their safety.

Melissa came out of the aisle firing, her weapon aiming straight at the pair of light sources hanging above her. Bullets narrowly missed her, the difficulty they were experiencing in making the shot and the speed at which she was moving seemingly all that prevented her from being hit. She heard a yelp of pain and one of the light sources suddenly dropped, only for further, more pained screams to erupt, leaving her to imagine that the Reborn had landed in a group of infected and, riled by the gunfire, they had descended on him before the collar could offer him any protection. The only remaining hanging Reborn fired at Melissa and Rochelle let out a cry of pain. Melissa felt a heavy tug on her belt, but carried on moving, planning on dragging Rochelle if she had to as they couldn’t afford to stop. She continued firing, and finally, the hanging Reborn screamed and hung there, apparently securing his line - unlike the others. Risking a glance to the left, roughly in the direction of the front of the store, Melissa saw the light beyond the windows was obscured by a myriad of silhouettes, presumably the infected horde. There was light coming up from one of the aisles further away from her, and Melissa knew the source had to be from the weapons of more Reborn.

Ignoring them, Melissa focused on getting to the aisle where the downed Reborn’s weapon was. Rochelle was grunting and groaning behind her, moving heavily and sluggishly - Melissa only hoped that whatever injury she had wasn’t too serious. Although she continued moving, Melissa began to doubt that she was still travelling in the right direction. The twists and turns in the darkness had left her feeling a little confused. She only hoped they would come across something she would recognize... and then she felt a chill in the air. It was wafting at her from both sides, so she reached over and ran her hand over the goods to her right, finding something cool to the touch. She realized she was in the refrigerated area, and that had been on the left side of the store as per the signage she’d seen at the time of her arrival. So, feeling a touch more confident, Melissa pressed on down the gloomy aisle, her senses alert for any hint of danger. When it came the only warning of the encroaching enemy was a sudden, angry growl. Melissa recoiled backwards and fired blindly, catching a glimpse of two infected in the muzzle flashes. She aimed as best she could and continued firing; wet sounds and the muzzle flashes eventually letting her know that the two infected were dead.

Pushing on, Melissa started towards the light. She could see that the weapon was braced upwards, wedged between the body and the coolers. As she moved hastily towards it, she nearly tripped over the bodies she’d just gunned down, but somehow managed to stay on her feet.

“Be careful!” She hissed to Rochelle as she stumbled along behind. Melissa reached the Reborn and released her weapon so that it hung from its strap. She stooped quickly, dragging Rochelle down with her, and looted the rifle from the corpse. In the light clipped to it, Melissa could see that the weapon was silenced, but this really didn’t matter; the infected could hunt her by smell now that her collar was deactivated.

“Let me see.” Melissa said, turning and swatting Rochelle’s hands away from her belt. She looked and saw that a bullet, or perhaps some shrapnel ricocheting up from a missed shot, had grazed the back of her leg, but it clearly wasn’t serious and shouldn’t slow her down too much. Fear had given away to shock, and Rochelle was now silent and compliant to Melissa commands.

“You’re okay; we’ll patch this up later. Right now, we’ve got to go. We have to get out of this God forsaken place and make our way back to my friend.” Melissa told her, a comforting hand briefly placed on the woman’s shoulder before she removed it and brought it to the collar around her neck. She pulled on it, the machine making a rough mechanical sound as the two parts unclipped. The part she wasn’t holding fell from her neck and thudded to the ground, and then she tossed the other part away, discarding the useless piece of technology with indifference.

Another of the skylights shattered and a pair of Reborn dropped in on rappelling ropes; the flashlights on their weapons swaying wildly as they tried to locate their ‘Witness’. Melissa grabbed Rochelle with one hand, held her newly acquired suppressed assault rifle in her other, and started to run. She wanted to avoid combat if she could, but as she raised the weapon and saw a trio of infected caught in the flashlight, she knew it was inevitable. She relinquished hold of Rochelle, steadied the rifle and braced it against her shoulder, squeezing off a series of precise shots that executed them, bringing to an end their miserable existence. The advantage of the suppressor was obvious, but the lack of a working collar put them at such a serious disadvantage its absence far outweighed the benefit of the suppressor. More infected were closing in, not drawn by the gunfire but drawn instead by the smell of their flesh, perhaps enhanced by Melissa’s adrenaline and most definitely by Rochelle’s blood. She couldn’t be certain how many there were as she was only able to see those in the circle of the flashlight’s illumination. She fired carefully and precisely, not giving in to the temptation to switch the weapon to automatic to try and gun them down recklessly. Instead, Melissa remembered the discipline she’d been taught by Conrad, the man who had trained her back in Galgambwe, and tried to execute the infected cleanly. She fired and fired; the infected faces in the gloom dropping after each silenced shot with a spurt of blood and a soft, wet sound as the bullet shredded their heads. Finally, when the path was cleared, Melissa was able to advance again, moments after the lights from fresh rappelling Reborn found her, focusing their illumination on her like spotlights.

Melissa ducked against the shelves at the side of the aisle, pulling Rochelle down with her and hoping they might offer a little more cover. Seconds later, bullets tore apart products on the opposite side of the aisle; shards of metal from the canned goods flew and their contents rained down to coat the floor in a slippery mess. Melissa and Rochelle crept forward, the latter now having found enough of her senses amidst the chaos to keep moving with Melissa. They stumbled their way over the corpses of the fallen infected, progressing with frustrating slowness as the pair were forced to hunch down to avoid being clipped by a stray bullet. Melissa knew that some of the Reborn were poorly trained; it was a fact that had certainly contributed to her survival, but the shots being fired by these Reborn seemed exceptionally poor, unless they were more to force a certain pattern of movement. Melissa considered this in a distant way as she reached the end of the aisle, but then more thought became impossible. She had tried to turn to the left, hoping to forge a path away from the massive horde at the rear of the store near the garage and thereafter find some avenue into the back area which she hoped would lead them to another way out. Her hopes were cut short; bullets audibly hit the ground ahead of them and Melissa stumbled back, bumping into Rochelle and nearly sending them both sprawling. They managed to scramble into cover, where Melissa was forced to rethink and scan her surroundings to see which way they could go. The area beyond the aisle they were taking cover in was open, except for long, rectangular refrigeration units which were roughly waist high and a few feet wide. Melissa could see six, one directly across from her, three to the right and two to the left. Beyond them lay a wall of refrigerators with no discernable doorway into the back area. Further along on the left was the bakery, with counters and shelving units, but whatever lay beyond the freezers to the right was obscured by three dozen or more infected coming towards them. There was no sign of any Reborn in her immediate vicinity; nevertheless, she was sure they were there.

“Take this.” Melissa instructed, handing the silenced rifle to Rochelle. “Don’t shoot anything unless I tell you to, and don’t put your finger on the trigger or you might accidentally shoot yourself... or me for that matter.”

Rochelle held the weapon awkwardly, but did as she was instructed, and Melissa drew her unsilenced weapon to a ready position. She took a couple of steadying breaths and then swung out, advancing a little into the gloom. The flashlight beams began to track her movements. She quickly took aim and fired a trio of shots at the first of the suspended Reborn, who let out a short, agonized scream. Fire was then returned in Melissa’s direction, but she was already ducking back into cover, causing the rounds to harmlessly hit the tiled floor. A moment later she became aware that light seemed to be coming at them from another angle, so Melissa turned to peer over Rochelle shoulder... to see a Reborn soldier quietly advancing on their position. She pushed Rochelle down and fired quickly over her prone figure, not stopping until her target dropped to the ground and ceased moving. In the chaos, she hadn’t kept track of how much ammunition she had left, and so was now fervently hoping it was going to be enough to finish what she’d started. Spinning round, she darted out again, targeting the Reborn she’d previously been firing at; his body jolted as bullets hit him, until he hung like a ruined marionette. His partner, however, was still a very live threat. Melissa dodged back in and ejected her magazine, certain she had only a few rounds remaining. She found a replacement and rammed it home, waiting for the sounds of impacts to dissipate before she edged out to return fire. The task of listening for impacts was becoming more and more difficult, as the howls, moans and eerie noises coming from the infected grew in intensity; the gun battle riling them up into a state of frenzy as did the scent of fresh prey filling the air. Melissa flicked the rate of fire switch to allow the weapon to fire in three round bursts. She edged out, squeezed the trigger and felt the recoil of the weapon hitting her harder, but she adjusted, firing another pair of triple shots that killed the second suspended Reborn, this one dropping to the ground with an audible thump.

“Hold the light ahead and move!” Melissa barked at Rochelle, and then she started to run, heading in the direction of the bakery section. Rochelle raised the weapon, and Melissa hoped she had followed her directive and hadn’t shifted her finger to the trigger. Despite that concern, she was doing an adequate job of shining the light ahead of them so that they could see where they were running. Unfortunately, it also highlighted the infected emerging from the aisles. There weren’t as many as she’d seen at the front or rear of the store, but there were still a dozen or so lurching hungrily towards them; their stiffened limbs moving as quickly as they could in their desperate desire to kill and consume. Melissa and Rochelle were outrunning them however, and would be able to for as long as there was enough space and the route remained clear... unfortunately for them, the route didn’t remain clear for long. Some of the infected were being drawn from the front of the store and were starting to appear in the darkness ahead of them. Knowing that the rest of the horde wouldn’t be far behind was concerning, so when the light swept across the bakery counter on the right and Melissa caught sight of a door behind it she reached back, grabbed Rochelle’s arm and yanked her, dragging the woman behind her as she darted behind the counter.

They surged past the display cases for cakes and other pastries on the left, metal countertops and what might have been refrigerators on the right, aiming straight for the door in the wall ahead of them. Melissa twisted her shoulder to it and slammed right through, the door swinging open easily and revealing a kitchen area with ovens, metal tables and, to Melissa’s distress, a number of infected. She released Rochelle, raised her weapon and executed the trio she could see with ruthless efficiency, passing by blood stained flooring and skeletal remains as she headed towards a set of double doors opposite. She hoped, even prayed, that this would lead to the warehouse area, and an avenue of escape that wasn’t currently blocked by infected, Reborn, or some combination of the two. Rochelle kept the light steady, and Melissa came to a stop before it, not slamming through this one as she wanted to take a moment to catch her breath.

“We need to stay together, keep moving and find another way out of here.” Melissa told Rochelle. “Are you okay to keep running on that leg?”

“Yeah... yeah. It hurts but I can manage.” Rochelle replied, breathing heavily.

“Okay, let’s move.” Melissa responded.

Melissa turned and pushed open one of the doors; she couldn’t hear any sounds of the infected ahead of her, but Melissa wasn’t foolish enough to believe that meant it was clear. She stepped through the door, her weapon up and at the ready, and then gestured for Rochelle to follow. Once Rochelle was through, Melissa allowed the door to swing shut, and examined their surroundings in the illumination of the flashlight. It had been hard to make it this far, and although Melissa knew there was still a long way to go before they reached safety, she hoped she and Rochelle would be able to leave the warehouse with ease.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Six
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Roy grunted heavily as he slid the last desk into place. He’d done his best to block off all of the main corridors, stacking furniture and creating firing lines between the stacked objects, and had also flipped desks over so that nothing could crawl underneath. It was exhausting work and his injured knee didn’t make the process any easier, but he had succeeded in his task nonetheless. First they could hold off an assault from the front windows, and then, he calculated, they would need to make a choice between going back into the cells or down the corridor towards the elevator. It was, of course, a choice he hoped they wouldn’t have to make, but considering snipers were attacking Kevin and Melissa was off rescuing someone, it paid to be prepared. The outer front doors had been locked with a chain around the handles, and the glass doors either side of the reception desk had also been barricaded, though as they were centered in glass walls it wasn’t a good place to defend, so Roy had shut the doors behind the desk and wedged a desk with some chairs underneath to make it more secure. When Melissa returned, he figured he would guide her in via the side door, as that would be more easily accessed than the entrance he had secured.

”Mr. Snipes!” He heard. The Ancillary had been calling his name for a short time now, but he didn’t want to talk to her. She had a way of talking that slowly worked its way inside his head. He wouldn’t exactly call her persuasive, as she didn’t speak that strongly; it was more of a passive, almost reassuring way of getting you to see things from her perspective. It reminded Roy of some techniques he’d learned to get suspects to confess to their crimes.

“Please, Mr. Snipes, as an officer of the law aren’t you the least bit curious as to what I have to say?”

Roy sighed. He was exhausted, hurting, and needed a break. With reluctance, he started back towards the cells, and after using the keycard to open the door separating him from the Ancillary, found himself in front of her cell.

“What do you want now?” Roy asked shortly.

“What time is it, Mr. Snipes?” The Ancillary asked cheerfully.

Roy checked his watch.

“It’s a little before nine. Why?”

“I’ll tell you in a little while. So, have you finished your fortifications?”

“Maybe.” Roy answered dismissively.

“Well, if you have, I think you’ve earned an answer to another question. So, Roy, ask me anything.”

Roy looked at her silently for a few seconds, studying her features and her expression. She was smiling, as she had been for most of her time in his presence, and seemed genuine, so Roy decided to make some more enquiries.

“My question has two parts.” Roy started, and the Ancillary chuckled.

“That’s cheeky, Mr. Snipes, but I’ll allow it.”

“How did you meet the Teacher?”

For a second, the Ancillary’s smile faded, but returned just as quickly as it disappeared.

“I was in my late teen years and I’d managed to escape certain negative influences in my life. It wasn’t the first time I’d done so, but it was the first time I’d had a few weeks to myself - not that I was in luxury. I was living rough on the streets of a large town in Essex, barely able to beg enough change to eat something every few days. But I’ll tell you for free, Mr. Snipes, those were the best days of my early life; there was no pain, there was no fear, there was just... peace, which came from a sense that I was finally in control of my life.” The Ancillary recounted. She paused to take a breath and Roy stood silently, leaning against the bars of her cell.

“One day, a man approached me and offered me a future. Those were his exact words. I thought at first he was just another man who preyed on unfortunate women, expecting certain... favors in exchange for money. But all he wanted was to talk to me and learn how I’d ended up where I was. He explained he’d seen me on the streets a few times and was curious about how I’d gotten my scars - glimpsed briefly as my shirt had ridden up while I was bending over. It was a topic that’d I’d never discussed with anyone, but something about his kind face convinced me to open up. We went to get a coffee in a fast food place - and a large meal for me, more than I’d eaten in a long time. I told him my tale and at the end, he offered me a choice. Either he could give me a large sum of money - a sum so large that I could buy a home for myself outright anywhere I wanted and live comfortably for the rest of my days - or I could use the strength I possessed to become a part of his plan. There was something about the way he talked, the way he made me feel... then he took me back with a few of his guards to the place where my negative influences lived and gave me a gun. He said to return when I’d proven I had the will to do whatever it took to survive.”

Roy swallowed hard, but continued to listen.

“There were five negative influences in my life: the one responsible, two who helped hold me down, one who did nothing but watch, and one who was too afraid and weak to do anything. Five bullets ended the five negative influences, and then I was Reborn.” The Ancillary concluded. During the explanation, her face had turned dark; the memories she was reliving were obviously painful for her, but as the last word left her mouth, her smile returned.

Roy wasn’t sure how to react, more so when the Ancillary stood, turned and, with some difficulty thanks to the handcuffs binding her wrists, lifted her robe. She was wearing a pair of white trousers beneath it, but as the robe bundled up to her chest, she revealed her back. There were burns, cuts, and scars of a type that Roy couldn’t identify. He’d seen terrible things, a large number of which were caused by the very woman before him, but the cruelty she’d endured... Roy turned away, unable to look any longer. When he returned his gaze to the Ancillary, she was sitting on the bed, her robe back in place. She was cruel, indifferent, and almost certainly evil, but Roy couldn’t deny the... what did he feel? Sympathy? Understanding? Roy hoped it wasn’t understanding, because he didn’t want to think he could understand why someone would do the things she’d done.

“You had a second part to your question, Mr. Snipes. What was it?”

“Who is the Teacher? What made him the leader of the Reborn?”

“He is a man who learned how to work the systems of this world. He made billions of dollars, but it was all a facade. He wanted to know how it worked so he could destroy it from within.”

“And the zombie virus? How did he develop that?”

“You’re asking more questions, Mr. Snipes, but I will answer this one and then we have something else to discuss. The zombie virus, as you call it, is the product of decades of research. The Teacher has the most brilliant mind, something you’ll learn when you meet him.”

“So he’s a pharmaceutical guy? Some kind of medical researcher?” Roy probed, thinking that if he could get some clues perhaps, just perhaps, he might be able to pass them along to the authorities after he was reunited with his wife, and then they could take him down.

“That’s enough for now, Mr. Snipes. Instead, I’ve a task for you. I doubt you’ll let me have a pen and paper, so why don’t you go and find a phone, a cellular one would be best, and I’ll give you a number to call.”

“And why would I want to do that?” Roy wanted to know.

“Because it’ll be worth your while.” The Ancillary responded simply.

The Ancillary leaned back against the wall and fell silent, smiling patiently at Roy. He grunted and turned to leave. He hadn’t seen a cell phone in any of the desks he’d moved, but he hadn’t searched all the drawers or the desks he’d left in place. Roy found one after five minutes of searching, tucked away in a lieutenant’s desk drawer that was currently serving as a firing line barricade in the main corridor. It seemed to be a burn phone, and while Roy wondered what purpose it had served, he knew it would suffice. He returned to the Ancillary, showed her the phone and she recited a phone number for him to tap in, and then he hit call at her insistence. It rang for a few moments, and then it was picked up. Roy recognized the voice on the other end immediately.

“Roy? Are you there?” Tamara, Roy’s wife, questioned. Her voice was strained and fearful.

“Tamara? Where are you, baby? I’ll come get you!” Roy demanded.

“Roy, you’ve got to listen to me, okay?” She asked, sounding afraid.

“I’m listening, Tammy, I’m listening.” Roy assured her.

“You can’t do what they want you to do, okay? They’re going to ask you to help them and I don’t want you to, not for me, not for anyone. Promise me.” She told him.

“I can’t—”

“You can, Roy, you can. You have to! You can’t give these people anything they want.”

“Tammy, I... ” Roy started again.

“No! No!” Tamara started to shout, followed by the sounds of struggling.

“Tamara!” Roy roared.

“Don’t help them! I love you, Roy, I love you!” She proclaimed, her voice becoming more distant, and then the line went dead.

“Tamara! Tamara!” Roy repeated, raising his voice, desperate to hear her again, to know what had happened to her, but there was no answer.

“Mr. Snipes.” The Ancillary stated.

Roy focused on her, his brow furrowed and his eyes filled with rage.

“What have your people done to her? Where is she?” Roy demanded, slamming his fist against the Ancillary’s cell; it made a loud reverberating sound and hurt like hell, but he wasn’t concerned about the damage at that moment.

“Calm down, Mr. Snipes, calm down. I promise you she is safe. As I told you earlier, you bought her a place in the new world - a safe place. You will be reunited with her sooner rather than later if you choose to help us to secure the Witness. You’ve had your proof that she’s alive - a gesture of our goodwill. Now, how about we discuss what we require you to do?”

Roy glared at her, and after several long, tortured moments, he began to nod slowly.

Melissa and Rochelle had been moving through the warehouse for a while but they hadn’t found an exit. There were infected lurking in the darkness and Melissa had done her best to kill them quietly, bashing them down with the butt of the rifle before finishing them with a quick stab from the knife. Melissa wondered if, in the dark labyrinthine area of the warehouse, there were Reborn already in position to ambush them at the exit... and almost laughed. The joke would be on them, as she was half convinced she and Rochelle would be trapped in the dark forever. Then, in the gloom, they found a wall. They’d initially tried following the walls around, secure in the knowledge that eventually they would lead to the exit, but their passage had been cut off by tumbled boxes and fallen shelves. It had been frustrating, as she had known that as soon as they moved away from the walls it would be easy to get lost in the dark - having to turn this way then that - now, with a wall in sight, she felt they might be able to get back on track.

“Come on.” Melissa whispered to Rochelle.

Melissa put her hand on the wall, partly to steady herself after the exhausting movements to reach this point, and partly for reassurance in the darkness, then they started moving along it. The sounds of the infected began to echo through the expansive chamber even louder, and Melissa knew it meant the horde was either entering or close to entering the warehouse. If that was true, she felt it was safe to assume the Reborn couldn’t be pursuing them too, otherwise they’d be suppressed by their collars. This meant they were either ahead of them at the exit of the warehouse or were lying in wait ready to ambush them somewhere beyond the store. They had to keep moving, that much was clear, but Melissa wasn’t sure how to proceed should they manage to escape. Communicating with Roy seemed a good idea, but he was guarding the Ancillary and it would probably give away his position to the Reborn if he decided to come to help them. She wondered if Kevin could, but then again, if Angelo was telling the truth and he was under fire from snipers he had his own set of troubles to deal with before driving the bus back to the police station. The more Melissa pondered, the more she became certain she was on her own; then she heard a sound from the frightened woman behind her and was reminded that she wasn’t on her own. Melissa came to a stop, turned, took the rifle from Rochelle’s hands, and then surveyed the area with the torch before passing the weapon back.

“We’re in the clear for a minute. Let’s find something to tie around that leg.” Melissa declared; having spotted a plastic covered rack with some kind of clothing on it. She headed towards it, let her own weapon hang on the sling, which freed her hands to grab her knife and cut through the plastic. Inside were long sleeved dresses in various colors and sizes, so Melissa cut several strips from a white one and then returned to Rochelle, sheathing the knife and kneeling down to examine her wound. It was barely more than a deep cut; the musculature was undamaged, and whatever had caused it had done no more than skim passed her leg and slice it; whether it was a bullet or some kind of debris was unknown; either way, Rochelle had been lucky. Melissa tied a strip around her leg tightly, and then tied a second over it. As she did, she looked back the way they had come and saw that there was only a slight blood trail; she was sure, however, it was enough to be tracked by the infected. Melissa didn’t know how far the infected would track them before becoming distracted by something else, but she didn’t want to give them any assistance if she could help it. Rochelle’s wound tended to, Melissa stood up and leaned against the wall. It was dangerous to stop but she wanted - needed - to catch her breath.

“What are we going to do?” Rochelle asked, fear still lacing her voice.

“Get out of here, find our way to the police station where my friend is, and hopefully catch a bus out of here.”

“A bus?” Rochelle asked skeptically.

“Yeah, the FBI agent the Reborn mentioned is securing it. Hopefully, anyway.”

“You say hopefully a lot.”

“These days, hopefully is as good as it gets.”

Melissa decided that maybe now was the time to check in with Roy and Kevin after all, figuring that waiting to contact them when they were already on their way back might be a recipe for failure. If something had happened at the police station that meant it was no longer the safe haven she believed it to be, she needed to know before they started travelling towards it. She grabbed the radio and turned up the volume a little.

“Roy, Kevin, are you there?” Melissa asked. There was no answer, so after several worrying seconds, she tried again. After a little while, Roy’s responded.

“I’m here, Melissa. What’s going on?”

“I’ve found the survivor; it’s a woman named Rochelle. We’ve got some trouble with the Reborn and the infected, but I’m hoping we’ll be on our way back to you soon. How are things at your end?”

Roy was silent for a few seconds.

“It’s... er... it’s fine here, Melissa. Just be careful, okay? Watch your back and don’t let the Reborn get to you, okay?”

Melissa found his warning, and in particular his initial hesitancy a little strange. Her eyes narrowed slightly as she considered his words... Why the Reborn in particular, why not a general warning to be careful like the one he’d issued earlier? Perhaps he was simply exhausted... but no, her intuition was telling her something was troubling him.

“What’s wrong, Roy?” She asked him bluntly.

“Nothing’s wrong, Melissa. Just be careful, that’s all I’m saying.”

“I will.” Melissa assured him, still not liking the slight tension... no, the awkwardness she could feel between them. He’d tried to hide something from her in the Seraph, but they’d trusted each other then. Was that trust still intact? Was his concern for his missing wife causing a rift between them that she hadn’t been aware of until now? But surely, her insistence that they head for Las Vegas should have strengthened his faith in her? Unfortunately, Melissa had no time to analyze and draw conclusions, so these questions were irrelevant at that moment. Besides, there was probably an innocent explanation... maybe his leg was troubling him and he didn’t want her to worry. All she could do was set aside her doubts until they were face to face. The infected and the Reborn were her most pressing concerns, so she turned her thoughts to the other member of their party.

“Kevin, can you hear us?” She questioned, and when there was no answer, she addressed Roy again.

“Have you heard from him, Roy?”

“Not since he said he was taking fire from a sniper. I told him to get in touch if he needed help.”

“How long ago was that?”

“I don’t know. Not very long, but long enough for it to be a concern, I guess.”

“Do you know where he went?” Melissa wanted to know.

“He wanted to know if he should just come straight back here. I told him not to in case they followed him so he drove off somewhere, but I’ve not heard from him since.”

Melissa closed her eyes and wiped the back her other hand along her forehead, swiping away the sweat that had formed there. She reopened them and found herself looking at Rochelle, who was staring intently at her.

“Okay, Roy, you stay where you are. We’ll try to connect with Kevin and then get back to you. I’m going to turn the radio off again.”

“I’ll keep trying to get in touch with Kevin. Be care... ”

“Yeah, Roy, I’ll be careful.” Melissa snapped, cutting him off. She was still uncomfortable with his concern about her well being. Unwilled, it gave birth to a deeper feeling of mistrust. There was nothing she could point to and say this or that promoted it, but something in his tone and the way he spoke didn’t sit right with her. And after all they had been through together she couldn’t help but feel guilty for her lack of faith in him. She turned the radio off and clipped it back onto her vest.

“How are we going to find the bus and this Kevin guy?” Rochelle questioned.

“Considering how everything’s turning out, with great difficulty I’d imagine.” Melissa responded despondently. “Let’s keep moving.”

Melissa took the lead again and Rochelle followed along behind. The illumination from the flashlight was trembling, far more unsteady than it had been up until now. Melissa kept moving forward, but turned her head and peered at Rochelle over her shoulder.

“You have to keep it together, Rochelle.” Melissa insisted.

“I... I can’t do this. I can’t! I’m so afraid. M-Maybe when we get outside I can just keep the gun and you can go and find your friends and I’ll go my own way.”

Melissa stopped and spun on her heel, causing Rochelle to bump into her.

“That’s really not a good idea.” Melissa told her gently, bringing her hand to the other woman’s shoulder.

“I just don’t want to die. I can’t do this... I can’t do what you’re doing.” Rochelle whimpered.

Melissa could hear the sounds of the infected growing closer; she scanned around but saw there were none nearby.

“Listen, I was like you once: a normal, happy young woman who liked a drink and partying and having friends. I was even going to get married. But then I was forced to make a choice: live or die. I had to fight to protect myself and the people I cared about and even then, most of them died too. But I survived. The world is crazy right now, and I can’t honestly tell you how things will turn out. Maybe we’ll stop the Reborn and the infected and we can rebuild, or maybe they’re going to win and those bastards will get the new world they’re after. Right now though, for you and me, none of that matters. We’re here, surrounded by the undead and being pursued by psychopaths with heavy weapons. Whether we live or die, that’s in our control. So stick with me, Rochelle. Look deep inside yourself and you’ll find a core of strength to hold on to, just like I did. We’re going to get out of here, we’re going to find that bus, and then we’re going to get the hell out of town.”

Rochelle stared at her blankly for a few seconds, and then blinked a couple of times, as though she was pushing back tears. A moment later, though she still looked a little shaky, she began to nod in agreement.

“I... I’ll try. I’ll try.” Rochelle told Melissa, who eyed her for a few seconds and then smiled encouragingly.

“You’ll get through this, Rochelle. You’ve made it this far, so there’s nothing stopping you from going all the way.”

With Rochelle’s nerves steadied, Melissa turned and continued forging a path in the gloom. After several, long minutes, a turn off opened up on the left with what would have been an open, clear area on the right - were it not for an assortment of toppled boxes, pallets and racks of clothes. Melissa gestured to the left and Rochelle shone the light, revealing their potential salvation. A delivery area with a large, metal shutter door which was presently closed, but if luck was uncharacteristically with them, it would give access to the outside. There was a panel to the left with large buttons - presumably to open or close the door - and a chain hanging off to the right. Melissa hurried to the panel and pushed the green button... nothing happened. She hammered it a few times, but stubbornly, the door refused to open. The sounds of the infected at their rear continued to grow in intensity, which made it difficult to determine if there were any waiting on the other side of the door - a thought she hadn’t even considered before trying to open it. Regardless of what lay beyond it however, they couldn’t go back. Melissa hurried to the chain and gave it a tentative pull. The door lifted a fraction before clunking heavily back down when she released it.

“Rochelle, come here.” Melissa instructed, relieving her of the rifle. She checked how much ammunition remained in the clip, and finding it half empty, reloaded to a fresh one just in case, though she pushed the one with diminished ammunition into a different pocket.

“What are we doing?”

“You’re going to heave on the chain and hoist the door open, and I’m going to kill anything on the other side. Once the door’s raised, we’ll pass through and put some distance between us and this store.”

“And then?” Rochelle wanted to know.

“Focus on one step at a time, Rochelle. First we get away from here, and then we figure out what to do next.”

Melissa took on a battle stance. Bracing the stock of the rifle against her shoulder she knelt down and took aim at the door.

“Open it.” Melissa ordered. After a few moments the door began to rise. Rochelle was heaving as hard as she could, but either she wasn’t as strong as Melissa thought or her nerves were holding her back because the door was rising slowly... too slowly if there were any Reborn out there. As soon as the gap was wide enough Melissa shone the light into the night-shrouded loading bay outside. She was searching for signs of approaching infected or an indication that there were indeed Reborn waiting for them to make an appearance. She saw neither, and felt a feeling of relief creep over her, and a faint hope that their escape would be clean. The door rose higher and higher, and when it was high enough for someone to pass under, Melissa darted forward and crawled through. She placed the weapon in her hands on the floor before turning and taking hold of the bottom of door to keep it in place for Rochelle to slip through.

“Let that chain go gently so I can see if I can hold this up.” Melissa instructed. Rochelle did, and although the door was very heavy, Melissa figured she’d be able to manage for the few seconds it would take for Rochelle to escape.

“Go!” Melissa barked, and Rochelle scurried under the door. The heavy metal forced Melissa down a little, but once the other woman was on the other side, she released her grip and backed away, dropping to her knees with her arms burning from the exertion. The chained rattled as the door swiftly descended, to make a resounding clump as it fell back in place. The cooler, evening air wafted over Melissa’s overheated body and helped to soothe her, but there wasn’t time to linger, especially as the door had just announced their presence. Melissa snatched up the dropped rifle as she got to her feet and passed it to Rochelle.

“Let’s move.” Melissa declared.

As Melissa started forward she scanned around the outside space. It was enclosed by a fence, the gate of which had been knocked through by a heavy vehicle - probably a truck, considering they were in a loading bay area, Melissa considered. There were buildings across the street, which showed evidence of the same signs of carnage apparent in other streets she’d seen since they arrived in the town. The street lights were on, and Melissa could see there were no infected or Reborn waiting for them, unless of course, the Reborn were concealed within the buildings or hiding on rooftops. She led the way to the broken gate and out into the street beyond. As she surveyed both ways, looking for any sign of a threat, she had a growing sense of unease. It wasn’t right that the Reborn weren’t in pursuit. They wanted her and they wanted the Ancillary, and yet they’d left one avenue of escape uncovered? Melissa slowed, moving into a position of cover beside a car, Rochelle following closely. She knelt down and took another look around; she didn’t see any indications of pursuit, which only deepened the concern she felt.

Melissa let go of her weapon and retrieved the tablet computer she was carrying. She intended to access the map application to see if there was a good route around the market they could take which would lead them in the direction of the bus, or at least, to the position they’d last seen it. Unfortunately, the screen turned on but there was some kind of corruption preventing her from accessing any of the functions. She tapped icons, tried swiping, she even tapped the voice command button and tried to instruct it verbally, but it was dead. When they had remotely deactivated her collar, it seemed they’d also traced the tablet computer she was using and killed that too, maybe with some kind of inbuilt virus. Melissa tossed the tablet away, the screen cracking as the device hit the tarmac. She followed this with a curse and shook her head. Her main concern was getting lost, as she wasn’t supremely confident she’d be able to make her way back without some kind of reference, but after a few moments to look around, she made a decision.

“Come on, Rochelle, let’s go.” Melissa declared resolutely, determined not to allow her uncertainty to further unnerve the other woman, and started moving cautiously away from the car they were taking cover behind.

Kevin wasn’t entirely sure how long he’d been driving the bus after talking to Roy. All he knew for sure was that he was lost. He’d turned this way then that, left then right, and in the process he’d found himself in a more residential part of the town. This might not have presented him with much of a problem if he’d been able to kill the engine and wait for the infected to settle  as planned, but now his collar wasn’t working and all he could do was keep moving, with a massive pursuing force of infected behind him. The problem was that he was becoming more and more confused as to where he was in the process. Things had gone from bad to worse when he’d failed to allow enough room to turn the bus around a corner and crashed into a car, which had spun sideways across the road when it hit a lamppost. This had stalled the bus’ engine and he’d tried desperately to get it working again before the infected caught up with him - but his panic driven efforts had been in vain. In the ensuing conflict he’d been forced to headshot three  infected who had managed to climb in through broken windows, even though he knew it would further give his position away to any Reborn in the area, and then an infected had bashed through the driver’s side window and tried to clamber up into the cabin with him. He’d summoned up the courage to punch it in the face, which had dislodged it, but it had somehow managed to snatch the radio from his vest and taken it with it. By then, the rest of the swarm had started to catch up, and while he knew it was the only way to maintain contact with Roy and Melissa, he decided it wasn’t worth dying to re-secure it. So he’d urgently fiddled with the ignition, repeating desperately the first line of his mother’s prayer, and seemingly against all odds, had managed to get the bus going again.

Even though driving the bus was a struggle, requiring muscle and concentration as he wound his way round sharp bends and obstacles in its path, he found his mind did wander from time to time. He thought of the choices he’d made, the consequences of which had shaped his life. At one time Kevin had considered a wildly different career path. He had an aptitude for computer science, and had thought about starting his own software company; he had had big dreams about making a fortune and having a luxurious house. Then, when he started college, he’d met a woman, and took the same criminal justice course she did so he could spend more time with her. It had been fun, but even though it was just a fling, he’d discovered a passion for the path that led him to his current career. As Kevin made another turn, wondering if he was actually just going in circles at this point, he wondered whether he was better off in his current position as an FBI agent rather than where he would have been had he taken the other road. At least he possessed the tools and training to protect himself - well, up to a point. Zombies weren’t covered in basic training, after all.

Feeling an upsurge of fear and frustration in equal measure, Kevin was now forced to slow down. The next intersection was blocked off by cars on the left and right. There weren’t any infected in the vicinity however, so Kevin stopped the bus but kept the engine running and went to the rear window. He peered out, wondering if he’d lost some of the infected, but saw there were hundreds, possibly even thousands, still in pursuit. They shuffled, moving as quickly as they could on their stiff limbs, a horrifically loud chorus of excited, eager moans, groans and roars escaping their lips as they hurried to catch up to the bus. Whether they were simply following the sound or were after the meal it contained Kevin wasn’t sure, but he didn’t intend to find out. He started back towards the driver’s seat, his mind preoccupied with making his escape before they caught up to him when a bullet suddenly smashed through one of the remaining side windows, glass scattering inwards. Kevin stumbled backwards, his first thought to get into some kind of cover, and his second how could the sniper have tracked him? Then he realized the latter was improbable, unless the Reborn had some kind of superpowers he wasn’t aware of. Kevin slid around into one of the passenger seats and the investigative part of his brain followed this thought through. If there was more than one sniper it meant they had the whole city under surveillance. A second shot hit the floor of the bus near Kevin and drew him back into the moment. He made no movement, neither rash nor cautious, as he desperately tried to come up with a plan, something that would get him, unscathed, back behind the wheel ready to put as much distance between himself, the Reborn and the encroaching swarm of infected. However, each possibility was instantly dismissed as either impractical or foolhardy. Suddenly, one of the side windows shattered inward, a scattering of glass raining down across the seats and the aisle between. It was immediately followed by the sound of someone climbing on board, so Kevin tried to get his rifle into a position to fight off whatever threat was coming his way.

With a fierce roar escaping his mouth, Kevin stood and stepped into the aisle, swinging his rifle to the ready. Almost at once, the rifle was swatted away; a black clad figure had silently approached his position and, even as Kevin tried to react, the enemy was following up his attack with a heavy blow to Kevin’s face, disorienting him momentarily. The assailant handled him roughly, ripping the rifle away by pulling the strap over his head and yanking on it hard to pull the weapon from his hand before tossing it away. Kevin refocused and saw that his attacker was of average build, with a masculine shape beneath the layers of armor. A sniper rifle secured via a strap over his chest hung on his back. Kevin stepped back, narrowly avoiding a second strike, this time aimed at his throat, which was swiftly followed up with swipe towards his face; a glint of metal revealing a knife in his attacker’s hand. Kevin stumbled further back, completely on the defensive as the Reborn soldier continued his relentless assault. A vicious jab with the knife came once more towards Kevin’s face, which caused him to react instinctively and lean out of the way. It seemed his assailant had the upper hand, but then, as the knife neared his throat, Kevin saw an opportunity to counter-attack and gratefully seized it. He grabbed the Reborn’s wrist in a vice like hold and tried to twist it hard enough to force him to drop the weapon. The Reborn growled in pain, but even so, reached out with his free hand and tried to claw at Kevin’s eyes. Kevin grasped his other wrist too, and they became locked in a battle of strength. The Reborn was strong, easily holding his own, and each tested the other as they fought to take control. Suddenly, the Reborn countered Kevin’s grip on him with a violent stamp on Kevin’s foot. His surprise caused Kevin to slacken his grip fractionally, enough for the Reborn to pull his knife-hand free of the painful grip Kevin held it in. He instantly thrust the knife towards Kevin’s neck, and the latter was forced to grapple with the Reborn again.

Kevin barely managed to wrap his hand around the Reborn’s wrist before the tip of the knife penetrated his throat. He struggled, grunting as his muscles burned with exertion. Kevin pushed, his attacker pushed back; Kevin knew it could go either way, but then, with a sudden burst of energy borne of a desperate need to gain the upper hand, he violently forced the Reborn’s arm away and, in the same moment the knife left his neck, thrust his head forward, making a sudden, brutal contact with the man’s nose. Kevin heard it break, and the Reborn gasped in angry pain.

Staggered, the man weakened in his grasp and Kevin was able to twist the wrist of the knife hand again. This time, the Reborn dropped the weapon and it clattered to the floor. Kevin swiftly removed his hand from the man’s wrist and drew it back, balling it into a fist. Unfortunately, the Reborn recovered and struck him first, his fist smacking Kevin’s jaw. Kevin grunted and attempted to strike back, but his hand hit nothing, sailing over his target as his assailant twisted away; breaking free of the tight hold Kevin had had on his other wrist as he did so. The Reborn kicked him low in the stomach, which didn’t hurt, his armor having protected him, but it was enough to knock him back. Kevin roared and charged back into the fray, grappling the man and punching him in the face twice with all the fury he could muster; with his foe staggered, Kevin followed up by kneeing his adversary in the groin as hard as he could before shoving him to the ground. The Reborn dropped to the floor, landing heavily on his back while coughing and spluttering, no doubt due to the blood from his broken nose running down his throat. Recovering, the Reborn rolled onto his front and attempted to crawl away a couple of paces, his hand reaching for the place he had tossed Kevin’s rifle. Seeing the incoming danger, Kevin leapt forward, grabbed one of the Reborn’s legs and tried to drag him back and away from the rifle. The Reborn reacted instinctively however, the boot from his free leg striking Kevin hard in the face. Kevin was momentarily stunned, which was when the Reborn chose to repeat the attack, causing Kevin to release him. He scrambled away from Kevin, his hands about to wrap around the grip of the rifle.

Kevin surged forward, this time grabbing one of the Reborn’s boots with both hands, and pulling with every ounce of strength he possessed. He dragged him back but, to his horror, saw he had managed to seize the weapon and was swinging it in his direction. Kevin’s eyes widened and he instantly dropped the boot - moments before the barrel would have been pointed directly at his face - and Kevin was able to grapple the rifle with his left hand and push it away, but only just far enough. The Reborn squeezed the trigger and the loud, explosive sound of a gunshot so close to his face made Kevin’s ears ring, then a second and third shot were fired in quick succession. Kevin struggled to gain control of the weapon, shifting so he was straddling the Reborn. He pulled as hard as he could, his position giving him better leverage against his opponent, but it wasn’t going to be enough. Making a quick decision, he took a calculated risk and let go of the weapon and struck his assailant’s broken nose with his left fist, followed immediately with a powerful blow from his right which, at the very least, fractured his cheekbone, and in a movement that flowed from it swept his hand down and wrenched the rifle from his grasp. With the rifle secured, Kevin swiftly got to his feet and took a couple of steps back, aiming the rifle at his assailant’s face.

“Don’t move!” Kevin ordered as the soldier stirred slowly, though he didn’t attempt to launch another attack. Kevin kept his eyes locked onto the Reborn’s, looking for any indication of deceit.

“Unclip that rifle, really freaking slowly!” Kevin demanded brusquely. The Reborn didn’t do anything at first; instead he stared at him, a hateful glare in his eyes, but then he began to comply. He moved his hands to the strap: took hold of it and slowly lifted it over his head, raising his body just enough to move the weapon, and then he laid the rifle on the floor of the bus.

“Slide it this way.” Kevin instructed and he complied by pushing it slowly towards him. His hand did, however, drift towards the trigger at one point, but Kevin grunted and shook his head, so he let the rifle pass by. Kevin retrieved his handcuffs from the back of his belt and tossed them to the Reborn without a spoken instruction. He slipped them around his wrists without argument and then moved to a sitting position. Kevin looked away, taking his eyes off his prisoner to quickly scan through the windows. He groaned inwardly when he saw the infected horde had nearly reached the bus, but when he returned his attention to the Reborn he noticed that his collar still had a green light, so he gestured with the rifle to one of the seats and hoped proximity to a working collar would be sufficient to subdue the infected. If not, Kevin didn’t know what he would do.

“Take a seat.” He directed and, after the Reborn had complied, moved past him and turned off the engine. Retracing his steps quickly, Kevin sat on the seat in front of him and half turned to face him, while bringing the rifle up to point in his direction. The infected shuffled towards the bus, some bumping up against it and others smacking it before settling down. They moved around the bus but began to lose interest, some falling under the effects of the collar, others simply coming to a stop now that they couldn’t smell any prey or hear sounds that attracted their attention. Kevin breathed deeply and slowly recovered from the bruising battle.

“Take your mask off.” He instructed in hushed tones. Slowly, the man reached up and lifted the balaclava over his head, revealing his reddened cheek. Blood was running down from his nose, which Kevin thought he’d broken, but it appeared the damage he’d inflicted wasn’t as bad as it first seemed. He glowered at Kevin, his dark eyes filled with malice.

“What’s your name?” Kevin wanted to know. He didn’t answer, which triggered a frustrated sigh from Kevin. “We’re going to be stuck here a while, we may as well talk.”

“Sean.” He responded, his voice at a normal speaking tone attracting a couple of curious taps on the bus from the infected. He sounded Irish, and had a slender, angular face, with a ruddy skin tone.

“How many more of you are out there?” Kevin demanded.

“More than you can handle alone.”

“I’m not alone.”

“You are out here. We’ve been tracking you for a while, relaying the various turns and twists you’ve taken. Do you even know that you’ve gone in a circle three times?”

Kevin swallowed.

“I was trying to draw some of you out.”

“Of course you were.” Sean returned with a sneer.

Kevin stared at him for a few seconds while he considered what his next couple of questions should be.

“Why are there so many of you here? What’s so special about this place?”

“Do your superiors tell you nothing of what we’re doing?” Sean replied scornfully.

“We know you’re slaughtering any areas where there are large congregations of survivors, but this city seems a little out of the way.”

“We’re not simply attacking groups of survivors. We’re doing so much more than that.”

Kevin looked him over, unsure if he was going to get any more answers from him. It was then he saw that he had a pouch clipped to his belt, which undoubtedly protected a tablet computer like the one Melissa had taken possession of. He cautiously moved around and took it, hoping he’d be able to get access to the map application and use it to find his way back to the police station. Kevin knew he needed to do it quickly, as there were almost certainly other Reborn in the area.

Melissa and Rochelle had avoided taking any main avenues were they could, going down side streets and travelling away from the market but keeping the general direction of the police station on their left, at least, to Melissa’s best reckoning. They encountered only a small number of infected, having done their best to circumvent any street which seemed to have more than two or three. Even so, the infected pursued them whenever they caught their scent, causing Melissa and Rochelle to increase their pace until they were able to turn a corner. Only twice was Melissa called upon to dispatch a pair of them with her knife; the duo having stumbled into them as they passed an open doorway the undead were loitering in. The lack of a collar and the need to stay concealed from the Reborn had made the journey to the last known position of the bus difficult. They moved through the city, cautiously, quietly and with extreme alertness. Melissa had been aware of the distant sound of a helicopter for some time, but it was only when it grew louder, indicating it was coming in their direction, that Melissa felt fear grip her. She knew it would bring with it a horde of infected and as her mind raced to come up with a plan, she stepped out from an alleyway onto a main street - then immediately retreated, jostling Rochelle back. Ignoring Rochelle’s hissed demand to know what was wrong, Melissa crept back to the corner and warily peered out. To the right, about halfway up the main street from where they were, was a large, open space - perhaps a park, perhaps a city centre space, Melissa wasn’t sure. It was illuminated by a number of high powered lights and, although there were a few trees, it was the most open space in the city she’d seen so far - other than the parking lots of the big stores. There were Reborn there, a large number of them, and as she glanced upwards, she saw the helicopter pass overhead and come to a stop above the open space. It was a big helicopter, capable of holding maybe twenty or more people by the size of the cabin. She presumed it would be full of Reborn soldiers, either coming to join the hunt for the Ancillary and herself or to further secure the city. From appearance, it seemed plausible to suppose the area was some kind of staging post for the Reborn, so she quickly decided it might be prudent to scope it out. To that end, Melissa turned back the way they had come, leading the way to the back door they had passed into an apartment building that would, if she could get high enough, give her an overview of the area.

Melissa took point, but let her rifle hang at her side while she drew her knife and brought it to the ready; the last thing she wanted to do was start a fire fight with so many Reborn in the vicinity. The back door led to some kind of utility room, which in turn led to a rather average looking hallway. There were a couple of doors on the left and right, and a staircase that led up to another floor. She indicated the stairs and Rochelle nodded. Luckily, she found the staircase led all the way to the roof, so with extreme caution Melissa pushed open the door and peeked out. She couldn’t see any indication of an enemy presence on the roof, but ducked low before pushing the door open wider.

“Stay here.” Melissa told Rochelle, who nodded again and slunk part way down the stairs. Melissa crept out, moving across the gravelly surface of the rooftop as low to the floor as she could, until she could conceal herself beneath the low wall surrounding it - just in case there were any hidden snipers or Reborn soldiers on nearby rooftops. Although she couldn’t see anyone, it didn’t mean they weren’t there, and Melissa didn’t want to take any chances. As she approached the edge, Melissa sheathed the knife and slowly rose up, peering over the top of the waist high wall. The elevation gave her a far better view of the park area. It seemed that sections of it had been cleared; leaving stumps where trees had been cut down, the lumber dragged off to one side out of the way. Lights had been established too, giving greater illumination for the landing zone of the helicopters. Melissa saw a second helicopter had already landed and as she watched, saw several groups of a dozen or so townsfolk had been gathered together. They were easily identifiable amidst the Reborn as they wore normal clothing. Her gut reaction on seeing them raised the possibility of some kind of recreation of the Money Pit, where the Reborn had fed most of the Seraph survivors to the infected, but as she continued to observe them, she realized this wasn’t what was happening. The helicopter which had recently passed overhead had its side doors open and she saw that some of the Reborn were casually guiding groups of the civilians towards it.

“What the hell?” Melissa asked herself quietly. As she continued to survey the scene, she became aware of waist high, domed silver objects at the corner of the park and at regular intervals away from it. They were reminiscent of traffic posts but wider and with illumination built in; curiously, they had a green light on top. Melissa slid back down the wall and tried to process what she’d just seen. The Reborn, the Ancillary had repeatedly told her, valued those who possessed the will to survive. Melissa peeked over the wall again and saw that the Reborn were actively helping the civilians into the helicopter. She watched and considered the possibility that these were people who had lived up to the Reborn’s standard and were being taken... where? Away from danger? Melissa didn’t know. She gazed pensively at the devices again and wondered what they might be: larger versions of the same technology as the collar device? It would make sense if they were, after all, should the Reborn succeed there would be millions of infected to control. Perhaps, Melissa deliberated further, they were stronger than the collars, sending out more of the pheromone which neutralized the infected, thereby allowing them to be controlled even in loud environments. It was pure conjecture, Melissa admitted, but it was the best guess she could make given the evidence before her.

Melissa made her way back to the stairwell and found Rochelle still hiding there.

“What did you see?” Rochelle whispered.

“Nothing good. It looks like they’re evacuating some of the people from the city.” Melissa responded just as quietly.

“That doesn’t sound so bad.”

“Yeah, but where are they taking them? The Reborn can’t be trusted. You must’ve seen the video they broadcast from the Seraph; they didn’t care if any of those people had the will to survive or whatever spiel they’re spinning these days.” Melissa responded angrily, starting to lead the way back down to ground level. Rochelle didn’t reply, so Melissa continued down the stairs until they were close to the door they had used to enter the building. Here, Melissa paused, brought her assault rifle to bear, then took one step out of the back door and began to turn. In the moment that followed she felt an immense pain on the side of her head and then Melissa collapsed to the ground, the world going dark as she slipped into unconsciousness.
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Chapter Seven
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Melissa rolled her neck as she opened her eyes. The side of her head throbbed with intense pain, and a warm, wet feeling from her scalp made her realize she’d been struck with some considerable force by something hard, which had cut her and knocked her out. As she slowly scanned her surroundings, she wondered how long she’d been unconscious and, as her brain slowly began to function and memories returned, where Rochelle was. It seemed she was in a basement, with a large furnace facing her on the right and washing machines and dryers on the left. Melissa felt pressure on her shoulders and a sense of weightlessness, which filtered into her consciousness at the same time that her nose wrinkled when she realized she definitely wasn’t in most pleasantly fragrant place in the world. Looking up, Melissa observed what she thought was a relatively new looking metal plate mounted on the ceiling with eight, shiny nuts. Two heavy chains dropped from it; the free ends attached to a set of shackles around her wrists. She had been hauled up and left hanging a foot or so off the ground - like a piece of meat in a butcher shop. Though the pain was severe, her inability to defend herself when her assailant returned - as he or she surely would - prompted Melissa to jostle the chains in the hope they might magically come loose, but all she achieved was to aggravate the pain in her head and increase the discomfort in her shoulders.

“You’re awake!” Rochelle exclaimed, and Melissa turned her head slightly in the direction of her voice, finding Rochelle with one hand cuffed to the pipes beside the trio of washing machines. Melissa wasn’t sure why she hadn’t noticed her the first time, but assumed she’d been hiding - not to mention her blurred vision, which made it appear she was viewing everything through eyes brimming with tears.

“What happened?” Melissa demanded groggily.

“He knocked you out and forced me to go with him. He made me drag you while he... ”

“Who?”

“Stop talking!” A loud, aggressive, male voice called out from somewhere above them.

Melissa heard a door open. The sound drew her attention to a shaft of light which highlighted a staircase that presumably led up out of the basement. A male figure thudded down the stairs. He was wearing a vest and some kind of heavily padded overalls, the top part of which was bunched up with the arms tied around his waist. He was heavy with muscle, making it obvious his job had involved some kind of manual labor before the end of the world. When he neared the bottom of the stairs, all Melissa was able to see at first was the heavy wrench he was holding in his right hand, and then his face came into view. Even though her vision was still slightly impaired, she saw him clearly enough to deduce that he was younger than his voice had led her to believe. Perhaps in his mid twenties, he had a shaved head and his face was grimy - beneath which, he was probably quite handsome, but Melissa’s mind was more focused on the murderous look in his dark eyes. He shared a bellicose look between Rochelle and Melissa.

“I don’t want either of you talkin’ until I’m ready for it, all right!” He dictated angrily.

“Who are you?” Melissa asked, ignoring his instruction.

“I said shut it, Reborn filth!” The man roared, raising the wrench as though he might strike Melissa with it, but she didn’t flinch.

“Listen asshole, I don’t know who you are or why you’ve strung me up and handcuffed my friend, but we’re not with the Reborn! We’re just trying to get back to our friends so we can get the hell out of here!”

“Liar!”

“It’s true! She shot them when we were trapped in the Ultra Value Market!” Rochelle called out by way of back up.

The man, a half crazed look in his eyes, kept the wrench ready to swing but held off from doing so for the moment.

“What’s your name?” He demanded roughly.

“Melissa Jones.”

“No, no, no...” He started saying to himself, his voice growing quieter as he continued to repeat himself. He lowered the wrench and started to pace aggressively back and forth in front of Melissa.

“I need... I need to check. I need to check something.” He said, turning and hurrying towards the stairs, taking them loudly two at a time. Once at the top, he slammed the door, cutting off the bright shaft of light from above and leaving them with only the stark light of the single bulb which hung from the ceiling.

“Do you have any idea where we are?” Melissa asked quickly.

“In one of the apartment buildings... maybe a street or two from where we were. He made me drag you and held a gun on me until we got down here. I was... I was so afraid.”

“Is any of my stuff down here?”

“He took all your weapons upstairs after he chained you up.”

Her vision clearer now, Melissa looked up at the chains again and then back around the dingy room. Observing nothing new, she looked down at her feet and, seeing some dried blood, could only guess that she wasn’t the first person that this individual had chained up there. Though she had had no success the first time, she jostled the chains again in the hope of shaking the ceiling attachment loose, but as she thought previously, it seemed pretty solid. Trying to pull one of her hands free from the shackle didn’t yield any better results; they were so tight if she pulled too hard, she was more likely to scrape away the skin and make it bleed than slip her hand free. A dark thought occurred: if she was to break her thumb then perhaps she could slip it free, but she was in more than enough pain and the action really wouldn’t do much to help her. Instead, Melissa shifted her left then her right hand and managed to grab the chains, which swung slightly with the movement. She took a few deep breaths and then tried to hoist herself up, thinking that if she was able to climb high enough she could flip, brace her feet on the ceiling and, if she was really lucky, exert enough pressure to wrench the plate free. Just like that, she thought. As the plan crystallized in her mind, Melissa let out a short, derisive laugh.

“What’s funny?” Rochelle asked bemusedly.

“There was a time... a lifetime ago, when I’d sit on the floor in my underwear in my flat in England leafing through magazines desperately trying to stop reading celebrity gossip. I’d go shopping online too, trying to decide if I wanted these shoes or that video game, sometimes blowing half my week’s pay and buying both and something else. Now I’m trying to decide if I’ve got enough upper body strength and energy to wrench a metal plate from a ceiling.” Melissa explained. “It’s funny how things change. My fiancé wouldn’t recognize me today.”

“You have a fiancé?”

“Had. One of the many aspects of my life that has changed dramatically... and permanently.”

Melissa huffed a few times and then began to slowly climb, shifting her weight between her arms so she could slide her hands up a few inches at a time. She was weary, but she figured if it didn’t work, then she could rest when she was dead as she didn’t imagine their ‘host’ would be gone long.

“Do you miss that life?”

“I’d be lying if I said I didn’t.” Melissa blurted out in a gasp as she tried to climb a few more inches. “But after Galgambwe, everything changed. I changed.”

Melissa grunted in exertion and frustration as she tried to move higher still. A little further and she might be able to try flipping... however she might accomplish that.

“Galgambwe?” Rochelle questioned.

Melissa held herself steady, catching her breath.

“Yeah, I was there when the civil war broke out. I came back cold and traumatized... and more than a little bitchy. My fiancé, ex fiancé, couldn’t handle it, and then I found out he was seeing someone else.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. On the days where I could see what I was becoming - an angry, cold hearted drunk - I understood why he did what he did. I could almost forgive him for it.”

“And on the other days?”

“On the other days I knew he was lucky I never caught him in the act.” Melissa responded darkly between gulping in air. “And then there was what happened in the Seraph.”

“Do you think you’d be a different person if the Seraph outbreak had never occurred?” Rochelle asked, her voice surprisingly steady. Melissa wondered why this would be, but suspected that perhaps it was the conversation that was keeping her calm, and if she was calm, then perhaps she’d be in a better position to help.

“A different person? No. Galgambwe changed me - for better or worse, I don’t know, but there was no coming back from that.”

“So this is who you are now?”

Pausing, Melissa looked at her and wondered if these questions had a personal reason; was Rochelle asking because she was afraid she would become a different person if she lived through this? Melissa didn’t know.

“This is who I am, but that’s not a bad thing. I’m stronger than I was and maybe, just maybe, when this is all over I can find a way back to doing some of the things I used to enjoy. Now, give me a minute.”

Melissa began to swing her legs back and forth, getting a little momentum going. Once the arc of her swings was high enough, Melissa let out a strained grunt and twisted, shifting her legs up and over her head. She was fully inverted, and could immediately feel the pressure in her head from the blood flowing to it. She braced her boots against the ceiling, tension wracking her body and her muscles burning from exertion. After a few deep breaths she began to push out with her legs while pulling hard on the chains with her hands; using all of her strength to try to wrench the metal plate free and, if not, to damage the chains in some capacity. She let out a loud grunt, her face feeling hot and sweat rolling from her forehead into her hair, stinging the cut where she had been struck, then the grunt became a roar when there was no sign of movement and her strength began to wane; the chains were too strong and the plate too well secured. Accepting it was pointless to keep trying, Melissa let her legs flip down and then wearily clambered back down the chains until she was almost back where she had started, having kept her hands wrapped around the chains to save the shackles cutting into her wrists. Sweat immediately rolled into her eyes, the salty drops stinging on contact.

“No good.” Melissa stated breathlessly.

“So, what do we do?”

“Do you think you can get out of your cuffs?” Melissa asked.

“I don’t think so.” Rochelle responded, but tried to wriggle her hand free. When that failed, she attempted to wrench away the wall pipe she was cuffed to, but there was no give. “Sorry, I really did try, but I can’t.”

“Okay.” Melissa puffed out. “Distract him if I give you the signal.”

“What’s the signal?”

“Apples.”

Rochelle looked at her with confusion, but nodded slowly.

Melissa fell silent and focused on regaining her strength. The stress she was feeling in her shoulders was considerable, and she felt exhausted after her attempt to break her shackles, but it was, ultimately, unimportant. When the man returned she would see if she could try talking her way out of her imprisonment. If that failed, and if she wanted to survive, she needed to be ready to strike; to take down her captor without mercy, just as Conrad had taught her in Galgambwe, and then find some means of escape. She was off the ground, but if she stretched she might be able to reach something which would assist her with one of her feet. In the worst case scenario she would, though she had previously rejected the idea, have to break her thumb, attempt to slip one of the shackles and then, despite the agony she would be in, search his body for the key - assuming she could reach it. Melissa repeated these series of possible events to herself over and over, analyzing anything that might happen, considering all possibilities. Of course, no amount of mental preparation would ensure she would succeed, but until her last breath, she would fight.

A short, silent time passed and then they heard noises from the top of the stairs. Melissa had recovered from the gymnastic movements she had been forced to make, though her head still pounded and her arms and shoulders ached intolerably, causing her to wonder if she would be able to carry out any of the scenarios she had so carefully contemplated to gain her freedom. She still held out a small hope that she could convince him to let them go; her name having appeared to trigger some memory which, when he checked it, surely would prove she was not working with the Reborn. The man came heavily down the stairs, this time a newspaper in one hand and the wrench in the other. He reached the bottom of the steps and strode quickly up to Melissa, waving the newspaper energetically.

“You’re really her! Melissa Jones, the hero of the Seraph!” He claimed excitedly. “I can’t believe it. What are you doing here?”

“Just hanging around.” Melissa quipped, but the humor seemed to be lost on him.

“I mean, I mean, you’re here and the Reborn are here so I’m guessing you’re here for the Reborn, right? You’re going to kill them? You’re going to kill them, right?” He asked. His eyes were wild, and Melissa wasn’t sure whether his instability was due to heavy use of drugs.

“Mostly I’m just trying to get back to my friends so we can escape. You might be able to come with us if you would... ” Melissa started but he cut her off.

“No, I can’t leave. Can’t leave. This has been my home and I’ve lost so much already, so I need to stay - need to see them pay for what they did.” He explained as he started to pace back and forth, clearly excited in a manic way.

“Maybe I can help you.” Melissa told him. He stopped pacing and looked at her; their gazes locked for a few seconds and then he nodded, slipping the wrench into his belt and starting to wave the paper again.

“Yeah, maybe. It’s too much for one person, too much work. And they’ve got spies everywhere. Spies. People pretending to be innocent and then, when they’ve gathered a group around them, they turn them over to the Reborn... or they inject themselves with the virus. They did it here. Did it here.” He trailed off, his manic expression glazing over for a second as a dark memory obviously washed over him.

“What happened?” Melissa asked softly.

“Had a wife. Had a wife and a...” He trailed off. “Zombies got them when one of the spies injected themselves. Never heard someone scream so loudly. Couldn’t reach them. Couldn’t reach them.”

“What’s your name?” Melissa asked. He looked at her, bemused at first and then seemed to comprehend what she was saying.

“Charlie.”

“Well, Charlie, how about we work together.”

“It’s so strange.” He said, starting to pace again. “So strange. They were herding people onto helicopters. Whole block was locked down. Snipers on the rooftops, patrols on the streets. Back and forth, watching for anyone. Back and forth. Had to be careful to get by them. Had to be careful. Managed to snag a couple of them, dragged them down here, and made them pay for what they’d done. Made them pay. Took their heart monitors off, took their collars off. Took their other gear and then slit their achilles tendon. Infected got them. Made them suffer the fate they make others suffer.” Charlie rambled, confirming what Melissa suspected about the blood stains on the ground beneath her. “But then... it was so strange. So strange. They left. Not sure why they pulled out. Not sure. Unless...” He trailed off, the manic, slightly erratic movements increasing as his addled mind considered something.

“Unless what, Charlie?”

He stopped and looked at her, aggression returning onto his face.

“Well, how much of a coincidence is it that you’re here now? You’re here and the Reborn go away. You. You. What did you do? Why were you skulking around on the rooftop? Admiring your handiwork?”

“I’m not sure what you’re talking about.” Melissa answered.

“You’re one of them aren’t you? All those people in the Seraph die and you walk out unharmed?”

“I was beaten, bitten, shot and stabbed, Charlie.”

“But alive! You’re alive! That’s the big trick isn’t it? While we’re all focusing on you your cronies work against us. You’re the Teacher! It makes so much sense!” Charlie announced, pacing. Melissa knew the situation was turning. She had no other choice.

“Charlie, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. Apples.”

“Huh?” He questioned.

Rochelle started rattling her handcuffs and banging the metal against the pipes.

“Hey!” Rochelle called out, stamping her feet.

Charlie turned to look at what she was doing, his hand drifting towards the wrench in his belt. Melissa swung back and forth a couple of times to gain some momentum while her captor was preoccupied, and then swung forward as hard as she could, lifting her legs high. Charlie was a couple of feet away from her, but she was able to get her knees over his shoulders, and then she crossed her ankles and squeezed her thighs together until she could feel his throat between her legs. He clawed furiously at her jeans, trying to get his meaty hands in a good enough grip to wrench her legs apart and cease her choking maneuver. Melissa roared angrily and tightened her legs even harder; leveraging one leg over the other to increase the pressure on Charlie’s neck. He struggled, trying to drop down and escape or move side to side. Melissa endeavored to close her ears to his gasping as he tried desperately to draw air into his lungs. She had to stay focused: it was him or them, and she couldn’t afford the wave of sympathy she felt for the sadness he had endured to overwhelm her. He fought to get a purchase on her legs with his hands, which would enable him to wrench them apart - while a gurgling, wheezing sound escaping his closed throat. Melissa felt more than a twinge of guilt. He was obviously unhinged, and he wasn’t inherently evil, unlike the people she’d killed before. The guilt was almost enough for Melissa to relax her legs, to allow a small puff of air into his dying body... but she didn’t. If anything, the survivor instinct within her caused her to tighten her grip a fraction more, twisting her legs to apply more pressure. She knew if she let him go he’d kill her - and Rochelle would be next... and what would happen to Roy and his wife then? It was kill or be killed, and although a passing thought suggested if he went weak she might be able to stop strangling him and instead render him unconscious... she squashed that small hope. If she couldn’t get to the key of the shackles before he regained consciousness, death would be certain for both her and Rochelle.

Charlie went weak, his clawing hands only making a half hearted, less urgent attempt to prize himself from Melissa’s vice-like grip. His body felt heavier as he began to sag beneath her. She held him tight, not wanting his body to drop in an uncontrolled way; if she was taking Charlie’s life, she had to ensure she would be able to relieve his corpse of the means to escape.

“Sorry, Charlie.” Melissa told him again, feeling his hands barely patting at her legs now. Charlie went heavy, his limbs falling to the sides of his body, as his body went limp. Melissa was sure she had heard some bones break or a sickening crunch of some kind, but she held on tight.  She’d seen movies where people played dead in situations like this, and she wanted to make sure that when she released him, Charlie wasn’t going to be able recover and make use of the wrench still tucked in his belt.

Melissa held him in that deadly embrace for she didn’t know how long. Her heart was thudding and her muscles ached both from the unusual stressed position, and the additional weight of Charlie’s dead body. Melissa breathed deeply, trying to calm herself and think of a plan which would lead to gaining her freedom, which would have to be quick as he was no lightweight.

“Is he dead?” Rochelle asked quietly.

“Yes.” Melissa responded firmly. Her arms were hurting and she needed to decide what to do with Charlie’s corpse.

“Oh, God! Did you have to kill him?” Rochelle asked. Melissa glanced at her and saw the shock on her face.

“Do you think I enjoyed it?” Melissa snapped back. “He was unstable. At any given moment he could have used that wrench and you wouldn’t be here!” She retorted breathlessly.  “Would have preferred that? It was him or us.” Melissa ground out, then she fell silent until Rochelle’s naivety no longer irritated her and she was able to speak without venting the hostility she felt at her assumption she had taken his life so easily.

“Listen, I can’t hold onto him much longer, I’m going to have to drop him. When I do, one of us has to search his body for his keys. How far can you reach out with your legs from there?”

Rochelle shifted, moving her body awkwardly and slowly until she had stretched out as far as she could. Her feet weren’t far from where Melissa was hanging with Charlie’s body. It seemed like a better plan than breaking a digit, and so Melissa began to explain what she was going to do.

“Okay, Rochelle, this is what’s going to happen. I’m going to swing Charlie in your direction and try to drop him either on your legs or as close to them as possible. Once he’s down, you need to drag him closer so that you can search him for his keys or something you can use to get free. Do that, and then help me. Do you understand, Rochelle?”

“Oh God, oh God...” Rochelle started muttering to herself.

“Do you understand?” Melissa demanded more firmly.

“Yes, yes. I’ll do it. I can do it.”

Melissa sighed, and then nodded.

“Alright, here we go.” Melissa stated.

Melissa began to swing a little, Charlie’s heavy, lifeless corpse not granting her much momentum, but with enough effort she was able to move his body back and forth. It was difficult, but Melissa was certain she could release him then let gravity do the rest of the work.

“Get ready!” Melissa called out and then, at the end of the swing closest to Rochelle, opened her legs. His body slumped forward, his head landing between her shins and his shoulders somewhere near her boots.

Rochelle let out a revolted sound, but began to shift her legs and angle her feet - doing her best to hook the body with them - and then she began to carefully retract her legs. Charlie’s body was slowly carried toward her. Melissa watched hopefully, praying silently that Rochelle would be able to carry out the task. Her own survival, she admitted, had literally been taken out of her hands; little wonder she was feeling anxious. Not since before Galgambwe had she felt so inept nor had to rely on someone else to ensure her safety. And yet, it also annoyed her to have to depend entirely on someone else to regain her freedom. It hadn’t been something she’d planned for, more an opportunity she’d seen as she glanced across at her, but it had taken a lot self-persuasion to place her trust in Rochelle - a woman she barely knew - but she had been forced to admit she wasn’t one hundred percent sure she herself would be able to reach Charlie’s body - even had she taken the brutal step of breaking her thumb and hanging by one arm. It was the best chance they both had... but that didn’t mean she had to like it.

“Keep going Rochelle, you’re doing great.” Melissa encouraged, watching as Rochelle’s legs came to a stop. Charlie’s upper body was at her midsection, and now she needed to get him into a position where she’d be able to search him. She shifted with difficulty, dragging his body a little to the side before using her knees to roll him off onto the space between the washing machine and herself. Once he was in place, Rochelle scooted out of the way, rose up onto her knees and just managed to reach out and grab his vest with her free hand to drag him up a little more. Once he was in a better position, Rochelle searched him, though she was impeded by the handcuffs. It took several long, tense moments, but when Rochelle gasped in excitement, Melissa knew she’d found something.

“What is it?” Melissa asked eagerly.

“Keys!” Rochelle exclaimed, pulling a small ring from his pocket and holding it up. There were a few different sized keys on it, and Melissa fervently hoped that amongst them would be the keys to her shackles and Rochelle’s handcuffs.

“Try the smallest one in your handcuffs, then get over here and see what you can do for me.” Melissa instructed. It took a minute or two, but then Rochelle was able to free herself, letting out an exultant cry as she released her hand. She rose stiffly to her feet and rubbed her wrist, then she hurried over to Melissa and moved behind her. Several minutes of fiddling followed; the metallic sound of keys being tried unsuccessfully in the locks the only information Melissa had to work with. There hadn’t been many keys on the ring, and she was starting to wonder if the key to her freedom lay somewhere else when suddenly, the shackle on her left hand came away and Melissa’s arm dropped down, her feet dropping too and putting extra strain on her right shoulder. The pain crescendoed and Melissa first gasped then issued small, anguished groans through gritted teeth. Rochelle quickly stepped to her other side and a moment later, Melissa was free. She fell to her knees and then shifted awkwardly to her rear, trying to let her muscles relax and thereby stop her body screaming from the stressful position it had latterly, hurriedly been released from.

“Are you okay?” Rochelle questioned.

“Yeah,” Melissa issued breathlessly. “Give me a minute and we can start moving.”

“Okay.” Rochelle responded. She stood nearby but said nothing more.

“He did tell us something useful, however.” Melissa commented after her heart rate had returned more or less to normal. She spoke more to herself than Rochelle, a troubled thought prompted by a regretful glance at Charlie’s corpse.

“What’s that?” Rochelle enquired.

“The Reborn let us get close enough to see those helicopters. That means they knew we, or I, were heading that way. But how could they have known? How could they have been sure I would even make it that far?” Melissa wondered aloud. She replayed the journey as best she could in her mind. There had been streets which were blocked off by overturned cars and other debris, and others which were completely overrun with the infected. Melissa hypothesized that the infected could’ve been herded onto those streets to try and force her down a given path but, ultimately, what was the point? To prove to Melissa that they weren’t completely evil? That they were saving some people? It made sense, if you looked at it from their twisted way of thinking. After all, she was the ‘Witness’, she was supposed to see certain things. However, this brought her to another thought. If they guided her, it meant they’d intended her to escape from the market - not a massive stretch of the imagination as they didn’t secure the area properly, something of an oversight Melissa had first thought, but, she thought reflectively, perhaps not. Following that thought on, if they’d intended her to escape from the market that meant they had either drawn her there on purpose or they had followed her. The former meant that Rochelle had been bait, or perhaps complicit in some capacity; the latter meant that they likely knew where the Ancillary was and the whole “lead us back to the Ancillary” speech the team leader had given her was another lie... and if they were actually at the police station, that could be why Roy had sounded so weird, but surely he would have found a less confusing way to let her know if that hypothesis was right?

Melissa’s head swam with confusing thoughts and uncertain ideas. She started to stand up, making a few small decisions and deciding to leave the bigger questions for the future. The first decision was that she wouldn’t let Rochelle walk behind her again, just in case, and the second was that after finding her supplies, she needed to contact Roy and let him know that the Reborn may know where he is... and maybe his response would nullify her previous suspicions and concern. After that, she needed to find out if Charlie had a first aid kit so that she could tend to the wound on her head.
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“You’ve done well, Mr. Snipes. You’re now that much closer to being reunited with your wife.” The Ancillary cooed at Roy.

“Damn you.”

“I’ll let you have that, Mr. Snipes, because you’ve done good work. Now we just need to wait for the Witness to return and we can see about getting you to your wife.”

Roy was ready to move away when Melissa’s voice came through on the radio. He looked at the Ancillary, and then back at the radio.

“I’d answer that, Mr. Snipes. It might be important.” The Ancillary counseled.

Tentatively, Roy reached for the radio, unclipped it and answered.

“I’m here, Melissa.”

“Roy, there’s a really good chance that the Reborn know where you are.”

“Okay.”

“That’s all you’ve got to say?” Melissa asked incredulously.

“It’s been pretty hectic here... I’m just worn down.”

“Alright.” Melissa responded, but despite the voice distortion on the radio, it was clear from the tone of her voice that his excuse was dubious at best. “Anyway, just in case they’re listening I won’t say too much. I just wanted you to know we got a little off course and now we’re on the move again. Keep your eyes peeled and if you need us we’ll get there as quick as we can.”

“Understood.”

“Have you heard from Kevin?”

“He’s still radio silent.”

“I think we’d better reconnect with you and then go and look for him. We could use some more ammo and maybe another gun. Is your collar still working?”

Roy looked down and checked before answering.

“It is.”

“Well, they killed mine so keep checking it. If it goes out... well, you know what that means. I just hope Kevin’s is still active because...”

“I’ll go to one of the upper windows and keep an eye out for you.” He interposed, concluding a little abruptly with: “Stay safe, Melissa.”

“You too, Roy.” Melissa said, and when she said no more, Roy clipped the radio back onto his vest and then looked at the Ancillary.

“Good, Mister Snipes. It’s important the Witness doesn’t discover what you know or what you’re prepared to do. If she doesn’t see the things we’ve set out for her to see, then she won’t understand the importance of what we’re trying to do.”

“I’m surprised you haven’t asked me to let you out of your cell.” Roy scoffed.

“I’ve been in worse places, Mr. Snipes. This cell has every luxury I need: a toilet - albeit one that’s a bit too unclean for my taste - a place to sleep, and the security of walls.”

“You really think that, don’t you? Because of who you are and what you’ve done I once thought you spun those lies just to keep people off guard. But after what you’ve said, after what I know happened to you... this is really who you are, isn’t it?”

“Is that so surprising, Mr. Snipes? My views on the world may not be the same as yours but, like you, I believe them.”

“I just can’t see how you can rationalize killing so many innocent people. It’s... inhuman.”

“You know that our forces are equipped with heart rate monitors that administer the virus to them in the moment of death, bringing them back to further their service?” The Ancillary questioned. Roy nodded in response. “We’ve recruited heavily from mercenary forces around the world, vetting people to ensure they are aligned with our views. We’ve also drawn from a vast number of other sources. What we promise them once the work is done is more than enough to convince them to join us, but no matter the origin of the soldier, before they can be deployed they have to undergo some genetic screening. To be a front line soldier you have to be susceptible to the Reborn virus; there isn’t one person out in the field right now who couldn’t become one of the infected. Why do you think that is?”

“Because you don’t want your people to be taken prisoner.” Roy commented simply.

“No. In fact, that’s not even close to the reason.”

“Then tell me.” Roy demanded.

“It’s because we actually have an incredible amount of respect for the infected.”

Roy laughed derisively.

“You can’t be serious.” He stated incredulously.

“I’m deadly serious, Mr. Snipes. Before the virus, those people had no purpose - no drive beyond their base desires for money, fornication and possessions. After they become the infected, they are used as an instrument to help to rebuild the world; they’ll help to shape it... ”

“I’ve heard all that before. I just don’t understand how you can claim to respect the infected.”

“Because they are the very definition of being Reborn; they’ve lost the shackles that bound them to the old world and are working towards the new. Once they’ve done their part, we can take up the torch and move the world forward.”

“But why willingly allow themselves to be injected? Why if, as you say, they want to build this new world, are they willing to sacrifice themselves even though they won’t be in it?” Roy wanted to know.

“Because they believe in something greater than themselves, Mr. Snipes. They believe that their sacrifice is an important stone being laid for the foundation of the new world - a better world.”

Roy shook his head.

“So every single one of those soldiers out there has been indoctrinated into your world view? There’s no dissention or concern?” Roy questioned. The Ancillary shrugged.

“Because we’ve been forced to recruit from so many different sources and organizations, I’m certain there are some who have marginally different views. However, I remain convinced that they are loyal to the same basic principles we adhere to.”

“Who vetted them? You? The Teacher?”

“There were those who were responsible for that task, but I wasn’t one of them. As for the Teacher, I’m certain he’s aware of everyone who has a serious role in the movement. If there’s someone we’re making use of at the moment who doesn’t have the best interests of the new world at heart, then they will find a final test waiting for them at the end.” The Ancillary concluded, an ominous hint to her tone.

Roy stared at her blankly for a few moments, unsure of what to say next.

“I can see we’re not going to agree, Mr. Snipes, and that’s okay for now. Perhaps, after some time has passed, you’ll change your way of thinking. Just remember that the birthing process is painful, even dangerous at times, and yet it gives life; that’s rather similar to what we’re doing. Not that you and your wife would know about that.”

“What the hell do you mean by that?” Roy snarled, rounding fully on the Ancillary as his anger flared.

“I meant no offense. I just know that neither of you have any children. What interested us more when we looked into you was that you never had any tests performed to find out if the problem lay with you or her. May I ask why?”

“No!” Roy snapped, turning and starting towards the door out of the cells. He swiped the keycard, powered through the door and slammed it shut behind him. It was then he became aware of the strap of the assault rifle across his chest, and for the smallest of instants, considering using it to execute the Ancillary - to put an end to her twisted games once and for all.

Roy walked away, leaving the side room and heading towards the stairs to go up to the second floor, as he’d told Melissa he would. Hopefully Melissa would get back soon and then... then he’d be forced to decide one way or the other what he was going to do.

Melissa slipped the radio back onto her vest with concern churning relentlessly in her gut. She didn’t like how... uninterested, Roy had seemed when he answered her. Sure, he could have just been tired, he could also have been busy shoring up the defenses of their temporary base, but Melissa knew that Roy had been separated from his wife for too long. Knowing the Ancillary’s deviousness, Melissa began to suspect she had offered him some guarantee of her safety if he... what? What could she want him to do, release her? Melissa hated having these pinpricks of doubt over the one person she’d trusted in the Seraph, but something was wrong, she was certain of it. However, until she saw him again, there was nothing she could do about it. So she again firmly pushed her doubts and suspicions to one side; although she was positive that when she got closer to the police station her concerns would return stronger than ever.

Melissa had discovered that apart from a bump and broken skin, to which she had liberally applied an antiseptic she had found in Charlie’s apartment, the injury to her head was not as severe as she thought. It still hurt like a son of a bitch, however, and Melissa had searched for some painkillers, but was forced to make do without them. Fortunately, she had found her gear and, after some exploration, discovered they were in a three storied building with a pair of spacious apartments on each floor. Charlie had secured the building quite well and had accumulated a decent amount of supplies, although the only extra ammunition he had accrued appeared to be from the weapons of the Reborn he’d fed to the infected. In his apartment was a picture of his wife and child; it looked like they’d been happy, with both of them smiling while enjoying some outdoor venue. Melissa replaced it carefully on the table, and while Rochelle sat on the bed in the next room eating a candy bar, quickly rifled through Charlie’s belongings in the living room. She didn’t know what she was looking for, but looked anyway.

After a short time scanning through some books on the desk near the window, she found Charlie’s journal, and it proved to be an interesting read. Melissa learned that his wife and child had died on the first day of the outbreak in the city. Initially, his penmanship was normal, even though his language was understandably dark and troubled, and it became clear to her, from the phrases he used, that Charlie had at one time either been in the military or the police service. As she continued to read the entries however, his writing became erratic and his descriptions lost the crisp clarity he had previously employed. Charlie had tried to save people, tried to reach friends and loved ones in the city in order to bring them back to his apartment, but at every turn, people he knew and cared for were killed by the Reborn and the infected. The entries clearly showed the rapid deterioration of his mental state; becoming less focused and informative, and sounding more delusional, bordering on paranoid... but, in a zombie apocalypse, could someone desperately trying to survive really be described as paranoid, Melissa wondered, or were they simply overwhelmed by fear?

Charlie ranted and raved about collaborators; people who were abandoning their families and joining the Reborn - after passing ‘tests’. His scribbled notations declared he intended to learn more about this by capturing a Reborn soldier for interrogation. The next page of the journal had a number of bloody fingerprints on it, indicating his success before Melissa even read the crazed ramblings. Charlie explained he’d tortured the Reborn, burning and cutting him until the soldier had finally broken - ‘spilling his guts’ Charlie had called it. The park, he had divulged, was being prepared as a makeshift heliport in order to extract the civilians who had proved their worth to the Reborn during the outbreak, which confirmed in Charlie’s mind his suspicion that people - traitors - had been working with the Reborn even ahead of the soldiers arriving in the town. Poor Charlie, Melissa thought sadly, he obviously didn’t realize that, just like the invasion of the Seraph, an advance party of indoctrinated Reborn would have been sent in to inject themselves so that they could turn and infect the inhabitants. The survivors, having proved their strength, would then be offered the chance to live, if they accepted the Reborn ideology. At that point, Charlie began taking prisoners. On anyone he found alive and uninfected he performed his own ‘test’ to see if he could determine their allegiance. He didn’t make mention of anyone passing his test, instead, he described the process of severing the achilles tendon and forcing his victim to undergo the same pain his family had endured before they died. As Melissa scanned the entries she counted more than a dozen people - whether they were Reborn or not - who had failed his test, with the majority probably being immune to the virus. To Charlie, this unquestioningly proved they were members of the Reborn. Melissa wasn’t so sure, but read on to the end. The final entry indicated that Charlie had scouted out the landing zones and noticed that not only were civilians being loaded onto the helicopters, some were being offloaded too. Melissa looked at the date Charlie had written before the entry, and saw that it had been written the day before. Somehow, Charlie had even crept close enough to overhear snippets of conversation and had noted them too, although he hadn’t fully understood what they meant.

‘They talked about a Witness heading this way with the Ancillary. Yeah, I know who that witch is, but a Witness? What’s a Witness? What would it even be? I bet it’s someone else in their hierarchy, someone they’ll miss once I get my knife on them. I’ll make sure to cut them nice and slow then feed them to their zombies. Let them get eaten and see how they like the pain.’

Melissa knew for certain that the title of Witness that she owned wasn’t in the news, so it was infinitely more likely to be something that the, admittedly deranged, Charlie had indeed overheard. It also meant the Reborn had definitely been waiting for them here, and had perhaps even been ensuring they came in this direction - hence the other extraction points being overrun before they arrived. The question of exactly how was the most obvious, the Ancillary had earlier disclosed how they had been able to track them and had informants relaying their movements, but to lead them here meant someone had passed on DeWitt’s secret orders known, according to him, by only three people. The why was also of interest; although she suspected it was related to their idea of Melissa being willing to join the Teacher, as also divulged by the Ancillary.

“Find anything interesting?” Rochelle asked as she entered the room.

“Some, but mostly just more questions.”

“What about?”

Melissa closed the journal and quickly scanned the desk in case there was anything more to learn before turning to look at Rochelle.

“It’s not important right now. We’ve got to get back to my friend and then we’ll figure a way out of the city.”

“I thought you wanted to find the bus first?”

“I did, but I’ve no idea where we are. At this point we need to get to some vaguely familiar ground, regroup a little and then go and find Kevin.”

“So how are we going to get back to the police station?”

“We’re going to hug the walls and be careful which streets we take, and hopefully Roy can guide us in.” Melissa commented, and then she saw a folded piece of paper on the floor which she must have dislodged while she was reading the journal. Picking it up, she unfolded it and discovered it was a hand drawn map of the city with various street names on it. The map was not drawn to scale, but there was a large ‘X’ on some of the streets and an ‘S’ on others.

“I think Charlie might be able to help us out after all.” Melissa muttered.

“How?” Rochelle asked.

“I think he managed to identify where some of the sniper teams are as well as the blocked off streets. He hasn’t, from what I can tell, mapped as far as the police station but it’s enough to point us in the right direction. Unless the infected have since migrated and blocked the way, this should ease our journey considerably. And even without a collar, getting by the infected can be easier than you might think. As long as we don’t get cornered or caught up in anything, it’s definitely possible to escape them smoothly.”

“It sounds really dangerous.”

“That’s the way life is now, Rochelle. Go one way, you’ll have to deal with Reborn snipers; go the other, it’s the infected. You have to pick your poison and roll with it.” Melissa explained.

“I don’t know whether I’m impressed or scared of how... casual you are about this.”

“Casual?” Melissa asked, looking sharply at Rochelle. “I’m terrified, but that doesn’t help me. If I stop moving, if I stop fighting, I’ll die and that’s how you need to look at it. If we get separated or I go down, you’ll be on your own. You’ll need to keep moving and find a way out.”

“But you don’t seem afraid. I just don’t know how you can do it.”

“Like I said, I don’t have a choice. Roy, my friend, hasn’t spoken to his wife since this started. He’s a tough guy, but in this situation he needs my help, so I can’t let him down. The FBI agent, Kevin, I’m sure he’s a good man but he seems totally out of his depth. Right now, he’s stuck out in the streets and I don’t have any idea where, but I’m not going to leave him alone out there. If I were to allow myself to fully feel the fear I’m experiencing, then people who need me could die, and I won’t let that happen.”

Rochelle looked at her blankly for a few moments and then nodded, comprehension dawning across her face. Melissa took another look at the map and tried to burn the names of the streets into her memory, and then she folded it back up and shoved it roughly into her pocket. She took hold of the stock of her assault rifle and put it in a better position for quickly readying it to fire. The silenced rifle had been lost, perhaps discarded by Charlie or simply left where Melissa and Rochelle had been taken prisoner.

“Time to go, Rochelle. Stay close.”

Kevin laid the tablet computer on his lap and looked at his prisoner. He was still sitting with a murderous scowl on his face, but was yet to make a move. The gentle baying and groaning of the subdued infected was, in the strangest way, almost relaxing. Kevin wondered how he could have mentally reached the point where the non-aggressive sounds of the undead could be relaxing, but that wasn’t his most pressing concern at that moment. He had used the map application on the tablet to figure out where he was and the route he needed to take back to the police station, at least, the route he could take if the streets were clear enough. The problem he faced was what to do with his prisoner. Kevin suspected they’d disabled the collar he had been wearing because the heart rate monitor associated with it had flatlined.  The collars, heart-rate monitors and associated virus injectors they’d recovered from the Seraph had been examined and revealed that the collar, when not attached to a living person, would automatically deactivate. Plus, it could also be remotely disabled, as his had been, which meant he needed to keep his ‘friend’ alive, and hope that they didn’t discover he was a prisoner and deactivate his collar. It seemed inevitable however that they would eventually try to raise him on communications, to which Kevin couldn’t allow him to respond - as he would undoubtedly use the opportunity to inform them he had been captured - and his silence would disclose something was wrong. On the other hand, they could be spotted by another Reborn. In either scenario, Kevin would be doomed. He sighed, feeling tired and wishing he could just sleep. He looked at his prisoner and saw the malice in his eyes.

“Why don’t you tell me why you’re with the Reborn?” Kevin asked him.

Sean scoffed by way of response.

“Come on, we’re going to be stuck together for a while. I promise we can go back to killing each other pretty soon.”

“What’s it to you?” Sean asked.

“It’s pretty hard to take you guys alive, and the ones we have managed to catch don’t talk.”

“And you think I will?” Sean asked incredulously.

“You already are.”

“True enough.” Sean commented, and then shrugged. “What do you want to know?”

“Well, if I can ask anything, where’s the Teacher? Is there a cure for the virus?”

“I don’t know any of that.”

“I find that hard to believe.”

“Believe what you want.”

“You’re a member of an organization without basic knowledge of whether you could be cured if you became infected? Or where your leader supposedly is?”

“Listen, Mister FBI guy, I’m not one of those damn fanatics you’ve been dealing with, and I’m not an idiot you can trick into revealing some kind of secret. I’m a professional who’s in this for one reason only: money. When this Teacher guy has finished, I’ll be set for life, and to do that all I need to do is make sure the virus is deployed and that no one leaves the infection site without clearance. There, that’s what I’m here for. You, this Witness, all these other people, you’re just obstacles between me and a paycheck.”

“You’re getting paid?”

“Quite a lot by the time we’re done.”

“I thought the Teacher hated the current system of wealth and the power it gives?”

“Maybe he does, maybe he doesn’t, but you can’t assemble a force as large as this one with fanatics alone; you need professional soldiers, and professionals - in any world - expect to be paid. Money makes any world go round, Mister FBI guy, and when the Reborn are done I’m sure it’ll make their world go round too.”

Kevin looked at the man and tried to determine if he was telling the truth. His body language indicated he was, but there was something unsettling about what he’d just said; the Reborn, or rather, the believers in the Reborn cause, placed some kind of value on what they were doing. As abhorrent as it was, Kevin could at least understand that some purpose was driving them. Sean, if he could be believed, was simply chasing a payday and that somehow made him seem more evil than the other Reborn Kevin had encountered.

“So you’re just a... a sociopath.”

“Watch who you’re calling a sociopath.” Sean snarled back.

“I’m calling the guy whose ass I kicked and then handcuffed a sociopath.”

The men glowered at each other for a moment. Kevin was certain the moment he was presented with an opportunity the man he would try to kill him. He sighed in a tired way and rubbed at his brow with his free hand.

“So what do you know about the Witness?”

“Some blonde English girl.”

“No idea what the plans for her are?”

“I never asked.” Sean replied sarcastically.

“Well, thanks for all the help. How about we go back to not talking and waiting until you try to kill me?” Kevin asked rhetorically.

“There’s something helpful I can tell you.”

“I doubt that.”

“Truthfully. It’s something that might help you.”

“So tell me.” Kevin instructed.

“The ones in charge of this attack have been planning this for decades; there are plans within plans and sleeper agents just waiting to be activated, not to mention those that are being leveraged into helping.”

“Leveraged?”

“Anyone with a family can be twisted into helping. Roy’s got a wife, DeWitt had a daughter. Both of them could’ve been manipulated into helping. You’ve got a sister, isn’t that right?” Sean asked, a darkness in his eyes as an evil smile began to twist the corners of his mouth.

“If I find any of you within a dozen miles of her I’ll kill... ” Kevin started, a flash of white hot anger overriding his training and professionalism.

“Oh, be quiet, boy. I don’t know for sure whether anyone’s been after your sister. I just know how these people do things. Those they can’t convince of their cause they try to buy, those they can’t buy they find a weakness and exploit it, and if all else fails they kill whoever is standing in their way.”

Kevin took a second to calm himself before considering what the Reborn agent was telling him and probing for more information.

“So what kind of people do they have under their influence?”

Sean laughed.

“Like I said, it’s all very compartmentalized. I know only what I need to know to do my job.”

“So why bring it up at all? Why hint at things you apparently know nothing about?”

“Because like any organization there’s talk amongst the lower ranks. If even a fraction of the stories passed around are true, then the outcome of the Reborn attack is a foregone conclusion. From politicians to captains of industry, cops to that cute girl on the street, they’ve been building their empire and now that the time is right, now that the virus is ready, it’s game over for you. You’re going to lose, and unless you prove yourself to them you’re going to die or be infected, which is about the same.”

Kevin swallowed. Sean spoke with conviction; not that of a hardened believer or even someone who tangentially believed in the cause, but someone who had seen the facts of the situation and made the best possible choice for themselves. Kevin didn’t know if he believed it, and wasn’t sure he would want to live in a world where the future was so bleak.

“Listen, if you let me go then I’ll take you to my squad leader; he’s a real believer. I’ll tell him how you beat me down, and if you pass along some useful information then I’m sure I can get you on one of the helicopters out of here. What do you say?” Sean asked, doing his best to sound sincere and concerned for Kevin’s wellbeing. Kevin considered what he said for only a few seconds before making his decision.

Kevin, faster and with more power than he’d ever hit someone in his life, slammed his fist against the side of Sean’s head. He’d heard enough of what Sean had to say and didn’t care to hear anymore. He needed Sean alive to buy as much time with his active collar as possible, but he didn’t need him conscious.
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The streets surrounding Charlie’s apartment were by turns simple to pass through or almost impassable. The sounds of the Reborn helicopters were drawing the infected towards them, and while they would become docile and bottlenecked when they neared the Reborn camp, it meant the streets Melissa and Rochelle were traversing contained significant numbers of the infected who were still active and seeking the source of the sound. When they spotted or sensed Melissa and Rochelle, they would turn off and begin to growl in excitement, which would inevitably draw in more infected.

Melissa and Rochelle were jogging rather than running, but managed to keep a safe distance between them and the nearest infected. They were conserving energy in case they needed to make a dash for safety; fortunately, that particular need hadn’t arisen yet. Some streets were completely devoid of threats, simply containing the remains of the slaughter which had devastated the city: crashed cars, skeletal remains daubed in dried blood where someone had fallen victim to the infected horde, and destroyed doors and windows where the infected had forced their way inside buildings to continue their rampage. Hiding from the infected was difficult, if not impossible, once they caught your scent. All a person could do was run - unless you were part of a well armed group and had sufficient experience with weapons to cut them down while you made an orderly retreat, but Melissa doubted the latter was an option for most people. Even the town’s police had been overpowered, although the infected had had some assistance from the Reborn soldiers. Fighting the infected seemed easy: they move slowly and predictably, operating on a purely instinctive level. However, if they were in a large enough group and they were incensed by the smell of blood, then they were a mobile wall of teeth and claws. Melissa had seen firsthand what happened when a group of them descended on people and it still churned her stomach.

Melissa and Rochelle slowed to a brisk walk; the former ensuring Rochelle kept pace with her and didn’t fall behind, her assault rifle half readied. In addition to the infected threat, Melissa kept an eye on the street signs, pausing when necessary to double check Charlie’s map for known Reborn positions. They avoided those streets entirely, doubling back and sometimes going considerably out of their way to do so. This kept them out of the crosshairs of the enemy and the teeth of the infected, but the constant need to change course was confusing, and made it increasingly more difficult to decide which way they should proceed in order to return to the police station while still remaining safe. Melissa had a decent sense of direction, but the city was completely unknown territory and the more turns and twists they made, the more difficult it was for her to guarantee they were moving in the right direction without constantly referring to the map; because for all the help it gave, it didn’t show a route back to the police station. All she knew for sure was roughly what compass direction she was heading in and that she had travelled south east to go to help Rochelle. At that point, the only thing to do was break radio silence and contact Roy for further directions. Melissa and Rochelle hunkered down beside a car with a smashed windscreen, doing their best to avert their gaze from the blood sprayed over the hood and dashboard. Checking quickly around them to ensure no infected were nearby, Melissa grabbed her radio and attempted to make contact.

“Roy!” Melissa said. She waited for a few seconds before repeating his name. She looked back the way she and Rochelle had been travelling and saw a pair of infected stiffly moving out from an alleyway, their undead faces turning to look at the meal half a street away from them.

“Melissa, I’m here.” Roy came back after a torturously long time.

“We’re getting lost out here. Can you see if there’s a map in the police station? Maybe pinned on the wall or on the computer or something. We need to know some of the street names or numbers to watch out for.”

“Let me check.” Roy responded. He went silent while he was presumably in search of what Melissa requested. It took a couple of minutes, and in the time it took for him to return a dozen more infected had stumbled out from the alleyway and were moving with unnerving precision towards Melissa and Rochelle. They had another few minutes before the closest of the infected would be on top of them and they’d need to run. Melissa flexed her fingers on the radio and then gripped it white-knuckle tight as she watched the hungry undead closing in on her position.

“I think I found something.” Roy came back, the suddenness of his voice over the radio jarring Melissa as she had been staring into the dead eyes of the nearest encroaching infected.

“Good. How big a map is it?”

“It seems to show the area surrounding the police station and I’ve got the map of the city up on a computer. What street are you on now?”

Melissa realized she hadn’t seen a sign when she first came into the street and looked wildly up and down it for any indication of where she was. Unfortunately, there wasn’t a sign within readable distance, so she stood up, Rochelle mimicking her movements, and jogged up the street to where she could see a sign at an intersection - thankfully leaving the group of infected behind, as they were getting a little too close for comfort.

“I’m at the corner of West Thirty Second Street.” Melissa reported as soon as she could see it, stopping short of the intersection and scanning what she could see of the rooftops, upper stories, and the streets to the left and right; searching for any indication of either the Reborn or the infected while she waited for Roy to communicate with her again. He was, however, silent for so long Melissa wasn’t sure he’d heard her. She glanced back and saw the infected slowly approaching, and when she scanned left and right, saw another twenty or more coming at them from the either side. Very distantly, Melissa could hear another helicopter, and she was fearful this would drive a horde towards them.

“Roy? Did you hear me?”

“Hold on a minute, I’m trying to figure it out!”

“Damn it Roy, I don’t have a minute!” Melissa snapped back.

Roy was silent for a few more moments and Melissa’s impatience grew.

“Roy... ” Melissa started, but Roy cut her off.

“Listen, maybe you shouldn’t come back here. Maybe you should just find a way out of the city and get as far from here as you can.”

Melissa was totally mystified; why would Roy suggest such a thing?

“Why? Are we really that far away?” Melissa quizzed sharply.

“No, it’s not that. It’s just...” Roy’s voice trailed off.

“Just what? Roy, you’re acting really damn weird and I can’t deal with that right now, so just speak plainly. Are we far away and is your position still safe?”

Roy was once again silent for a few seconds.

“Yeah, it’s still secure, and no, you’re not unreasonably far from here.” Roy replied curtly. “Is that person you rescued still with you?”

“Yes, Rochelle’s still with me. So, are you going to give me some directions or do you have more questions?”

“Let me check the route.” Roy replied, almost sulkily. It was so out of character that Melissa became more certain than ever that something was wrong. What it was Melissa had no way of knowing, but she knew Roy had been left alone in the same building as the Ancillary and felt certain she was the cause of his uncharacteristic behavior.

Roy quickly began describing a direct route to Melissa, and as she listened she retrieved Charlie’s map. She discovered she was near the edge of the area Charlie had scouted out, but the first part of the route Roy had outlined led her through an avenue Charlie had marked off with an X, suggesting it was blocked in some way - perhaps with crashed vehicles. Melissa informed Roy of this and he made an adjustment, suggesting a different street they could take which would eventually link up to the next street in his plan. Melissa listened and nodded, repeating the street names and asking Rochelle to help her to remember them while watching the undead encroaching from the rear and sides.

“Okay, so we just need to keep moving north west basically.” Melissa summarized once Roy had finished speaking. They needed to move forward through the intersection while staying ahead of the approaching infected - who Melissa thought were moving a little faster, but suspected it was just her concern over the growing numbers pursuing them.

“North west confirmed, Melissa.” Roy reported.

“Okay.” Melissa started moving, but didn’t put the radio away.

“Contact me when you’re getting close.” Roy said finally, and Melissa thought he was about to sign off so she spoke up quickly.

“Roy, are you okay? Has something happened?”

“I’m fine, Melissa. I’m fine. Nothing’s wrong it’s just been a long few days.”

Melissa looked back and urged Rochelle to stay close to her, as she forged along the path she and Roy had laid out.

“You could tell me if something was wrong. Have you been talking to the Ancillary?”

“Why would you think that?”

“Because you’ve been acting more and more weird when we speak, Roy. If it were anyone else I’d think you were up to something. Don’t lie to me Roy; not today, not ever.”

A few silent seconds later, Roy responded.

“I don’t think I’m going to see my wife again.”

“Of course you will, Roy. We’re going to get to Vegas, find our way to the FBI field office and then you’ll be reunited.”

“I don’t think that’ll be the case. I think if I want to see her again I’d have to do something Tammy wouldn’t approve of.”

“And what would that be?”

“I... don’t know. I’m... I’m just tired. I’m rambling.”

Melissa glanced at Rochelle and saw the other woman was doing her best not to look at Melissa or appear interested in what she was overhearing.

“I’ve got no idea what’s going on with you Roy, and I’m starting to think you’re not being honest with me, but maybe that’s because you don’t want to talk about it over the radio. I’m fine with that, up to a point, but when I get there you need to tell me or we’re going to have a problem, and in this situation, the last person I want to have a problem with is you. So keep your head on straight and don’t... Don’t make any decisions.” Melissa concluded.

“See you soon.” Roy responded noncommittally.

Melissa clipped the radio back onto her vest and sighed heavily. The concern that Melissa felt over Roy’s possible duplicity was starting to make her feel a little sick. He was one of the very few people she trusted, and yet the doubts were solidifying in her mind that she was going to have trouble with him. The implication he had to do something he didn’t want to lead her to a possibility that he might have considered trading her for his wife. It made sense that that would be the offer the Reborn would make if they had somehow taken his wife prisoner. The million dollar question in Melissa’s mind was whether Roy would - or could - go through with it? She knew him to be honorable to a fault, but it was his wife they were talking about - the love of his life. Melissa doubted she meant as much to him as Tammy did.

“Are you...” Rochelle started but hesitated before continuing. “Are you sure this is the best plan?”

“Well, you can stay here and wait for the infected if you’d prefer.” Melissa responded acidly.

“I mean... well, it just sounds like this Roy guy has got some stuff going on. Maybe we should find somewhere else to go like he suggested initially.”

“If Roy’s talking that way then it means he’s in trouble, and if he’s in trouble then I need to help him.”

“What if he’s working with those people who shot at us? What if he’s not your friend anymore?”

“Shut the hell up! You’ve no idea what you’re talking about.” Melissa shot back. She wasn’t angry with Rochelle, but hearing someone else voice doubts as well as the uneasiness she was already feeling herself somehow made the situation worse.

“I’m sorry, I don’t want to upset you or make you angry it’s just... well, you killed Charlie because he was a threat. If Roy has, you know... changed sides, would you be willing...”

Melissa spun around and glared at Rochelle fiercely, anger making her face flush. The deathly look she gave Rochelle compelled the other woman to fall silent instantly.

“Whatever’s going on with Roy, whatever’s happened I’ll deal with it my way, but I’m not going to damn him before I’ve even spoken to him. Now, I don’t want to take you somewhere you don’t want to go, so if we need to part ways then I understand and I wish you the best of luck.” Melissa declared forcefully. Rochelle looked at her, an expression of apprehension mixed with doubt on her face.

“I’ll come with you, but I need you to promise me you’ll keep us safe if he is working for them.” Rochelle responded. Strangely, she seemed stronger and more certain of herself than she had previously and Melissa felt forced to answer her question.

“If Roy puts us in danger, then I’ll do what needs to be done. Whatever needs to be done.” Melissa concluded; the intention of her message crystal clear without stating it directly.  “Now, if you’ve got nothing more to say, I suggest we keep moving and do so quietly.”

Melissa didn’t wait for Rochelle’s reply; turning, she started up the street. Melissa heard the other woman’s footsteps falling in behind hers after a moment, barely audible over the drifting sounds of the undead moans and growls in the streets surrounding them.

The slow, difficult return journey to the police station was made worse by the constant, ever increasing numbers of infected shuffling after them. There was no way for Melissa to know whether there were other people still alive in the city, but with the number of infected in pursuit she couldn’t help but imagine that the number of those still alive was exceptionally low. As Melissa cautiously led the way, she thought back to some fragments of conversation she’d overheard between DeWitt and the other agents in the FBI convoy. The casualties incurred within the first week of the assault had been staggering. She’d heard numbers in the millions being passed between the agents; whether that was confirmed dead or missing she had no idea, but considering how quickly the outbreak had overtaken Brownwater, Melissa could easily believe it was the total number of dead - the vast majority of which had become the undead.

She was moving into a position with decent cover so that she could find the next street sign and ensure they were moving along the correct path when she caught sight of more undead coming towards them. Her first thought was that she and Rochelle needed to cross the street to avoid them, so she simply stepped out onto the road and made her way to the other side.  Moving swiftly away from them, Melissa began to maudlinly wonder what point there was in surviving in this broken world. Too many would be dead before order was restored, regardless of whether it was the order which had once ruled the world or the order of the Reborn with their insane vision. There would be suffering, violence and death for many years to come - a desperate, daily struggle to survive which would only yield another forsaken day. Melissa wasn’t suicidal, and because of personal convictions knew she couldn’t simply give up and eat a bullet unless the end had already found her, but her morbid line of thought led her to question what she would actually do if she escaped Brownwater? She really didn’t want to live out her life on her own. She had believed she could stay with Roy and his wife, having imagined they would welcome her addition....now, with Roy’s moodiness and his suggestion that he might never see Tamara again, she wasn’t sure what was going to happen. Setting that problem aside for the moment, knowing nothing could be resolved until she spoke to Roy, she considered the choices open to her. It seemed like the smart choice would be to flee the mainland, the obvious problem being that Melissa could neither fly a plane, drive or steer or helm a boat... or whatever the correct terminology was when one handled the controls. She suspected she could learn the latter much quicker than the former. Roy could drive, but could he handle a plane or a boat? Could Rochelle? What about Kevin? And were they all going to stick together or would they instead all go their separate ways? So, assuming they stayed together, picked up Roy’s wife and she could get a handle on operating a boat - and a boat - where should they go? The most obvious choice was some tropical island the Reborn hadn’t attacked - some place so small and insignificant it was beneath them to occupy it. They’d be able to survive there for some time, perhaps the rest of their lives if they were lucky and the supplies were ample - fish mainly, she supposed - but while they lived out their days in peace, the rest of the world would die, and there was no certainty that the Reborn wouldn’t turn up looking for them one day.

As they rounded the corner, turning west to move closer to the police station, Melissa wondered what would happen if the Teacher was killed. She assumed from what the Ancillary said he was the leader of the organization, but did he have a second in command who would assume control in the event of his death? If so, then his assassination wouldn’t be the end of the Reborn threat - but perhaps it would throw them into enough disarray for the rest of the world could gain the upper hand? Essentially, Melissa considered, the only thing that mattered was killing the Reborn hierarchy, leaving the ground soldiers with no leadership so that the only remaining threat was the infected. Assuming enough people were left alive, controlling the infected would be possible. The problem was getting to the Teacher; nobody knew where he was, who he was, or even had a suspicion as to where, as a whole, the Reborn might be based. For the shortest of moments Melissa considered she could get close enough to him to do the deed; all she needed to do was tell the Ancillary she would join them, jump through whatever hoops were asked of her and then... what? Melissa wasn’t an assassin or an action movie hero, she reminded herself. To have survived as long as she had, regardless of the training she’d received from Conrad, she had been exceptionally, unimaginably lucky. Eventually, no matter who you were, your luck ran out.

As Melissa moved stealthily up the street, blotting out the ravenous cacophony of infected pursuing them, she found herself stuck in a fierce debate with two halves of herself. One half - the part of her driven by pure survival instincts - told her it was more rational to meet up with Roy, find Kevin and Roy’s wife then get as far away as possible; stopping only to help others when there was no one else who could. The other half thought, even if she didn’t survive, if there was a chance she could kill the Teacher and bring an end to the Reborn, then perhaps her death was a price she should be willing to pay. There was a difference between living and just surviving, Melissa mused, and as long as there were infected and Reborn in the world, she would never truly live again.

Melissa and Rochelle rounded the corner into the street where the police station was located. The journey had been long, arduous and, behind them, the infected were still in pursuit. Melissa couldn’t be certain, but if the majority of the infected who had followed them were still there, then it was possible there could be hundreds on their trail. With that thought in mind she fervently hoped that finding Kevin and helping him get back to the police station wouldn’t take long. With the police station now in sight, she decided to quicken their pace, so she and Rochelle sprinted full pelt towards it, crossing the lot and reaching the double doors in a short space of time.

“Roy!” Melissa called out as she shoved on the doors only to find they were held firmly in place. There was no immediate answer and Melissa grew concerned, so she grabbed the radio and spoke into it, attempting to summon her friend. Several long, quiet moments went by, punctuated only by the moans of the encroaching undead. As she prepared to shove on the door again, she heard the radio crackle into life.

“Come around the side, Melissa.” Roy told her calmly, and Melissa didn’t waste time in responding, hurrying instead towards side entrance on the right. The gate was unlocked and Melissa slid it open, passed through and then shut it after Rochelle had joined her on the other side. She considered using the chain to secure the gate more thoroughly, but then thought of Kevin and decided against it. If Kevin came back now he’d need a way to get in, just as she had, so Melissa simply slammed the gate shut and then turned to look at the side area of the police station. She let her assault rifle hang at her side as she approached the door leading in to the antechamber and interrogation rooms followed closely by Rochelle. Melissa pounded on the door, waited a few moments, and then heard it unlocking. Roy pulled it open and Melissa felt a great sense of relief on seeing his face. He stepped aside and allowed them to enter.

“Roy, I’m glad to see you! It’s been crazy out there, and you sounding so weird on the radio didn’t help.” Melissa scolded, stepping into the room and looking around to make sure everything was as it had been when she left.

“I’m sorry, Melissa.” Roy said as he shut the door.

“That’s okay, but I’m hoping you’ll give me an explanation.” She responded, turning to face him. When she did, she found herself staring down the barrel an assault rifle. Melissa froze, confused at first, she even considered smiling for a moment, as though Roy were playing some terrible joke on her, but her instincts told her this was no joke.

“What are you doing, Roy?”

“What needs to be done.” Roy replied somberly. “Drop your weapons.”

Melissa slowly slipped the strap of the assault rifle over her head and then set the weapon down on the floor. She followed this up with an equally cautious movement to set the pistol on the ground from her leg holster. Finally, the knife was removed from the sheath on her assault vest and was dropped with a clatter. The entire time she disarmed, Melissa never took her eyes from Roy; he was holding the weapon steadily, but in his eyes, she could see pain, guilt and remorse.

“They’ve got her, haven’t they?” Melissa asked.

“Yes.” Roy responded simply.

Melissa sighed, raising her hands in surrender.

“Did you get proof of life?” Melissa wanted to know. “I’m assuming the Ancillary is the one who told you this.”

“I spoke to her.”

“And what did she say?”

Roy tensed, but didn’t reply.

“I see. So, what’s the plan? Hand me over to the Reborn and in their infinite kindness they’ll take you to your wife?”

“I was told she’d know what to do next.”

“Well, where is the Ancillary?”

“Not her.” Roy responded, and then gestured with his gun towards Rochelle. “Her.”

Confused, Melissa started to turn towards Rochelle, belatedly remembering as she did her decision not to allow her to walk behind her, only for a sudden, violent blow to strike her on the side of her head. For the second time in little more than an hour Melissa collapsed to the ground, the world growing dark around her as she looked up into Roy’s guilt ridden face, while feeling the intense pain of a double betrayal.
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Chapter Ten
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Melissa awoke suddenly; something was drawing her back into the waking world from whatever black, dreamless pit she’d been sent to after being struck. She looked around wildly as her brain struggled to process the information she could see. Rochelle was retreating, discarding smelling salts on the floor as she backed off. Once she was on the other side of the cell door, she slammed it shut, locking it with the keys Melissa had used only a short while ago to imprison the Ancillary. Without a word, Rochelle turned and moved away. A few moments later, Melissa heard the door to the area shut and tried to take in her surroundings. She had been laid on the bed of one of the cells. She still had her combat vest on, but her radio was gone. Melissa slipped into a sitting position, groaning in pain and feeling a little woozy as she became semi-vertical.

“How are you doing, Witness?” The Ancillary asked from the other side of the partition wall.

“Great.” Melissa said quietly; she had intended it sarcastically, but the Ancillary took her words at face value.

“That’s excellent to hear! Rochelle shouldn’t have hit you, I’m terribly sorry about that.”

“I accept your apology.” Melissa returned, gently rolling her neck. It seemed the terrified woman she’d rescued had some skills Melissa had been unaware of; in fact, she could probably have taken Charlie down after he clubbed her to the ground, but that would certainly have aroused Melissa’s suspicion. Melissa cursed. She should have been more careful - should never have dropped her guard when she saw Roy and stepped out in front of her. However, it was too late for self-recrimination, she told herself sternly, and she had to concentrate on how she was going to escape.

“Really?” The Ancillary questioned.

“What do you think?”

“Ah, I see. That wit of yours; I mistakenly thought you were coming around to our line of thinking.”

“Why would you ever presume I’d come around to your way of thinking? And come out where I can see you.”

“I’m afraid I can’t do that, Witness. Mr. Snipes has made it clear that until he speaks to his wife again I’m going to remain in my cell - which I’m pretty happy to do, as I’ve explained to Mr. Snipes.”

“Yeah, it figures you’d be happy in a cell.” Melissa commented.

“Why’s that, Witness?”

“You’re a crazy bitch.”

The Ancillary laughed.

“I do so enjoy your colorful commentary, Witness.”

“So, Rochelle is a spy or something?” Melissa asked, aggravation laden in her tone.

“She’s committed to the cause, as I hope you will be when you’ve seen all you need to, Witness.”

“There’s more to see?”

“Of course. Rochelle’s task was to lead you to a couple of key places to highlight some other aspects of what we’re doing and then ensure you were returned to me. I’m going to show you even more of our great work, and when you’re ready to ask, I’ll take you to the Teacher. He’s a great man - a man who has an incredible vision and the talent and ability to see it through - and there’s still so much of his goodness for you to see.”

Melissa wasn’t overly interested in her recruitment speech, but the Ancillary had aroused her curiosity and she saw there might be an opportunity to learn more about the Teacher’s intentions.

“I saw you airlifting people out of the city. It made me wonder why you didn’t offer the same courtesy to anyone in the Seraph.”

“Unfortunately for the people of the Seraph, we needed a sacrifice to show the power we wielded. It was disappointing, as I’m sure there were people there who would have proved their worth given an opportunity. Ultimately though, it was for the greater good. Besides,” the Ancillary continued smoothly, “you saved a number of people, Mr. Snipes included, who have gone on to prove themselves.”

“I don’t think Roy has converted to your way of thinking. You’re holding his wife hostage, threatening him with God knows what unless he does what you say.” Melissa defended him.

“Mr. Snipes’ wife is perfectly safe. His strength has bought her passage to the new world.”

Melissa slammed her fist on the bed, venting her frustration over having failed to see the betrayal coming... although in retrospect, she had known something was amiss, she just hadn’t wanted to believe it. A dull, throbbing pain had flooded her hand after the abuse she had inflicted on it and she shook it gently in an attempt to alleviate it.

“Are you alright, Witness?”

Melissa didn’t answer straight away. She took a few moments to silently curse, allowing her anger to dissipate enough for her to regain a little composure.

“So, what are you going to do with me?”

“We’re going to show you the world the Teacher—”

“Just...” Melissa started, feeling exasperated. “Just talk like a normal person for once. Plain English: what’s going to happen next?”

“The Teacher wanted you to be shown the reward for those who prove themselves. He believed you’d gain more from the experience if you discovered it yourself, with a gentle nudge from Rochelle here and there. Now that you’ve seen that, he wants to show you the next stage of the campaign against the unworthy.”

“There’s more than just the infected and your goons?”

“Oh yes, Witness, much more than that.”

“And what if you hadn’t caught me? What if Rochelle had died and we’d carried on as planned?”

“Then you’d have seen what we had to show you from ground level, and that would’ve been far less pleasant and safe for you.”

“Less pleasant? You’ve seen what’s going on out there, right?” Melissa asked incredulously.

“Believe me when I say, Witness, that if you stand against the Reborn then things will get much worse very soon.”

“Tell me how?”

“You’ll see, Witness. You’ll see.”

“Does this mean you’ll be taking me to see the Teacher soon?”

“Not yet. You won’t get to see him until you’re fully ready and you make a free choice to see him. But have no fear, Witness; I’ll be with you until you’re ready.”

“That makes me feel a whole lot safer.” Melissa commented sarcastically. The Ancillary didn’t say anything for a minute, and then she chuckled.

“I do enjoy your wit. I think we’re going to enjoy the time we’ll be spending together.”

Melissa fell silent and, pushing through the pain from the head blows she’d received, stood and advanced towards the door to her cell. She wrapped her hands around the bars and jostled them, but they didn’t even give a satisfying rattle. She was imprisoned in the cell without anything that might allow her to force an escape. Melissa felt a fearful sensation running up and down her spine; she felt cornered, trapped and unsure there was anything she could do to bring about her release. Concern flooded her and she spun around and examined the cell, taking stock of what she had: a toilet, a washbasin and a bed rack. Melissa ground her teeth in anger and irritation, almost wanting to stomp her foot to vent some of her inner rage, but she wouldn’t give the Ancillary the satisfaction of hearing it. Melissa started to pace the short distance back and forth from the bed to the door, her hands on her hips as she tried to figure out some kind of plan. For all she knew, when the door opened again there’d be an army of Reborn waiting to move her to whatever ‘safe’ place the Ancillary intended her to be taken to. Melissa huffed and increased her pacing. The door to the cells opened and Melissa’s heart sank, wondering if this was it. She stopped, turned and faced her cell door. A few moments later, she saw a familiar face.

“Well, I guess this explains why you sounded so sketchy on the radio, Roy.” Melissa declared. She tried to look him in the eyes, but he was unable to meet her gaze.

“They have her and if I cooperate they’ll take me to her.” Roy told her with an ashamed expression on his face. They had taken his collar off as well as relieving him of his weapon, but his hands weren’t bound - meaning he had kept his freedom.

“I figured that much. I just...” Melissa trailed off. She was angry with him, of course she was, but she couldn’t entirely blame him. If Melissa had someone she loved she’d do whatever it took to get back to them too. “Damn it, Roy.”

“I know.”

“You know I won’t let them take me easily.”

“I guessed as much.”

“So where does that leave us? Would you put a bullet in me to save your wife?”

“Of course not!”

“Up to now I thought you’d never help them. I thought you were a better man than that. I guess we’ll find out if your convictions hold true, won’t we? Or if you would kill a friend to save a loved one.” Melissa stated, glaring intensely at the man who was once her friend. He seemed especially stung by what she had said and could no longer even look in her direction.

“Witness... ” The Ancillary started.

“And you can shut the hell up!” Melissa barked.

“I’ll... I’ll leave you be.” Roy mumbled, guilt evident in the tone of his voice as he turned to slink away. Melissa didn’t say anything to stop him. She slumped angrily on the bed and began to grind her teeth so hard they hurt. She didn’t know how she was going to escape, but hoped the opportunity would present itself soon.

A half hour passed and Melissa had become so tense she felt as if she was going to burst. Having set her mind to tolerate the pain in her head and relieved the dull ache in her neck with some gentle exercises, she’d spent her time concocting a number of scenarios regarding what action she could take when the cell door finally opened. The one she fervently wanted to believe would be successful involved taking the weapon from whichever Reborn agent tried to enter the cell, kill him, kill any of his friends accompanying him, and then kill that traitorous bitch Rochelle. However, encroaching on her fantasy of escape was the far more likely possibility that she’d be struck down for a third time, incapacitated and then be taken kicking and screaming to whatever place the Reborn had in mind for her. Then she heard the door to the cells opening once more and prepared herself; taking several deep breaths, she stood and took on a fighting stance.

“Ma’am, we’re the advance unit. Deployment is on schedule and will commence in approximately twenty minutes.” A deep voice reported.

“Excellent. Please open the Witness’ cell door first and then mine. She’s rather tense so be prepared for resistance.” The Ancillary instructed.

“As you wish, ma’am.”

Heavy boots stepped closer and Melissa readied herself for combat. She saw the burly figure of a Reborn soldier step into view, barely noticing the weapon held in his hand until it fired a shower of confetti followed by some kind of projectiles that pierced her jeans and became attached to her leg. And then she felt the pain. The stun gun electrocuted her and she dropped to the ground, writhing in agony and letting a short scream of pain escape her lips as she twitched involuntarily. A second Reborn soldier opened the cell door and stepped inside. The electrocution ceased and in the haze it left behind she felt her hands being secured behind her back. The barbs from the stun gun were removed from her legs and she was hoisted up and practically carried out of the cell, unable to walk on her own. Melissa felt groggy, but was able to observe another Reborn releasing the Ancillary. She smiled as she glanced at Melissa, and then led the way out of the holding area. Melissa was dragged out of the side door, getting back on her feet as the effects of the electrocution subsided. She ground her teeth and tried to struggle.

“Don’t, or I’ll shock you again.” The Reborn on her left warned.

Melissa responded with an angry curse and felt a fresh surge of pain flood her body. He hadn’t shocked her again as he threatened, and instead had punched her in the kidney. Melissa stumbled, but managed to stay on her feet.

“Is that it?” Melissa goaded. She might be their prisoner, but she wasn’t going to let them have any sense of victory.

Ignoring her and following the Ancillary, the Reborn roughly dragged Melissa out of the building, through the gate and onto the street. The front of the police station had an array of Reborn soldiers at each end, with a squad of five standing roughly in line with the front doors. Melissa was led towards these, stopping about a half dozen feet from where they were positioned.

“Ancillary.” One of the Reborn greeted.

“Commander Simm. This is the Witness.”

“Yeah, I’m familiar with her. She’s killed a good number of my men.” He commented, looking aggressively at Melissa. He had a thin amount of short white hair, an angry scar over his left eye that was partially obscured by a black eye patch, leaving his remaining blue eye to convey his disdain for Melissa.

“It seems I’ve a few more to go.” Melissa retorted.

He quickly moved across the distance between them and struck Melissa with a hard, backhanded blow that brought a coppery, bloody taste to Melissa’s mouth.

“Commander!” The Ancillary hissed. She shot him a withering look that Simm wasn’t deterred by.

“Enough of this!” Simm declared aggressively. He gestured with his hand, causing his squad to raise their weapons and point them at Melissa.

“Just what do you think you’re doing, Commander?” The Ancillary demanded coldly.

“All this pseudo-religious nonsense has to end. Your ‘Teacher’ hired us to do a job, and that job is to kill people. He’s paying my men and me very well, but we’re not buying into this new world view you people have. She’s obviously not buying your crap any more than I am, so why don’t we just put a bullet in her brain and find someone else to be this ‘Witness’ if it's so important to you?”

Melissa was confused at the dissention amongst the Reborn ranks. Surreptitiously, she did her best to look around the street. The Reborn arrayed ahead of her seemed to be directly under Simm’s command and were holding their weapons in a half-ready position. Twisting to look over her shoulder, she saw the far smaller number of Reborn behind her had their weapons aimed at Simm and his men. The two restraining Melissa seemed slightly bewildered at this unexpected turn of events and were looking to the Ancillary to defuse the confrontational situation which was rapidly developing between the two groups.

“You’ll stand down and follow my instructions, Commander. I am the voice of the Teacher and it is his will that the Witness be shown all of our work first hand.”

“And just who the hell is this Teacher of yours? Have you even met him?” Simm shot back.

“Of course.” The Ancillary replied calmly.

“Well, I sure as hell haven’t.”

“And you won’t if you continue your current course of action. The Witness is vital to the Teacher’s plan, which should be sufficient for someone who is being paid to do a job.”

“You see, that’s where we reach an impasse.” Simm said, strutting confidently back to his team before rounding on the Ancillary again. “You’ve proven your point; you’ve brought most of the Western world to its knees within a week of exposure. Take that, use it as leverage and you could get whatever you want.”

“And what if what we want is to continue the attack and sweep the old world away?” The Ancillary questioned.

“Then that’s a problem, because what’s the point in being rich if there’s nothing to spend it on?”

“The economy of the world will recover, it’ll just be fairer, Commander.”

Melissa wasn’t sure what was happening. It appeared there was some kind of division in the Reborn, something that she hadn’t considered being possible before now. She guessed it made sense; the Reborn were a vast organization made up of groups with different backgrounds. Not everyone was going to be on the same page. Melissa wondered how she could turn this to her advantage, but also acknowledged the situation was now infinitely more volatile. Simm and his group definitely wanted to kill her, which meant the Ancillary was her only ally - if she could consider her that.

Rochelle appeared from somewhere out of view, off to Melissa’s right. She quickly moved towards Simm and whispered something to him, then turned to look angrily at the Ancillary.

“Rochelle, what do you think you’re doing?” The Ancillary questioned, her voice icy.

“It’s like the Witness said; whether we live or die is up to us. I want to live and after this is all over, I want to live well. I’m seizing that opportunity right now.” Rochelle declared pompously.

“Here’s the truth of the situation, Ancillary. A group of likeminded individuals, such as myself, have secured a sizable amount of the active Reborn forces and we want to renegotiate the terms of our contract. No more end of the world crap; there’s got to be a hard and fast line where we stop and use our advantage to secure reasonable endgame goals.” Simm decreed.

“You’re vastly overstepping your boundary, Commander Simm. One more step and it’ll be your last.” The Ancillary returned coldly.

“I’m in control here. I’ve got the power. Now, I’m willing to let you walk away and send this message back to your Teacher alive, but I want your ‘Witness’. Leave her with me and you can live. Deny me, and I’ll use you to send the message to the Teacher anyway, it’ll just be nailed to your severed head.”

Melissa looked at Simm and then at the Ancillary. She didn’t like feeling helpless, and worst of all, she didn’t like relying on the Ancillary to help keep her alive. She twisted and looked over her shoulder at the gates. Roy was standing there with a single guard at his side - a guard who was plainly more interested in what was going on in the street rather than his current charge. She doubted she could rely on Roy to start a fight, knowing he was solely focused on saving his wife, but she hoped if she made a move he would back her up. If he didn’t, she would have to fight her way out alone. She looked back at Simm. He was glowering at the Ancillary, but neither he nor she had made a move. Looking at the number of soldiers who seemed to be on his side, Melissa was certain the Ancillary knew she was at a disadvantage. Would she give in to Simm to save her life? Melissa didn’t know. At any moment, the situation would explode into violence, so Melissa did her best to prepare herself.
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Chapter Eleven
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“You’re playing a very dangerous game, Commander Simm. This is your last chance to stand down or I’ll have you fed to the infected.” The Ancillary threatened. Her voice was calm, unafraid and filled with ice.

“I tried to warn you.” Simm returned contemptuously.

Melissa held her breath as she waited for one side or the other to make the first move. Simm acted first, drawing his pistol and aiming it at Melissa. The guard on Melissa’s right let go of her arm and, taking a sideways step, leveled his weapon at the Ancillary – obviously having decided to change sides - only for a distant gunshot to cut through the air and a bullet to blast through his head, splattering Melissa in his blood. Melissa twisted sharply and forced the remaining guard to release his grasp on her arm. Quickly, she ducked down and shifted awkwardly, getting her hands under her rear so they were in front of her. It took precious seconds to accomplish that and retrieve the knife from the fallen Reborn’s vest - seconds she didn’t have as the opposing Reborn forces began killing each other all around her. Nearly cutting herself, Melissa was able to twist the blade and cut through the plastic tie binding her wrist. She discarded the knife and retrieved the dead guard’s weapon, rising and starting to run as gunfire continued to blare all around her. Their assault rifles were silenced, causing only a snappy sound rather than the more usual explosive. Melissa didn’t imagine it would stop the infected at close range from homing in on it, but it was unlikely to draw those further away towards the conflict.

Melissa stayed as low as she could, hoping against hope that a stray shot wouldn’t kill her outright or slam into her limbs and bring her down. She sprinted as fast as she could towards the gates. To her surprise, after recent events, Roy spurred into action. Elbowing the guard at his side in the throat, Roy took his weapon and executed him in one smooth movement. Melissa pushed herself even harder and was nearing the gates when she heard a scream from behind. Her footsteps faltered and she half turned to discover the Ancillary had been running with her, but was now on the ground, her white robes turning red near one of her legs. Melissa looked wildly around the street. The smaller number of what she could best describe as loyal Reborn were being overwhelmed; killed where they stood or as they tried to find cover behind a vehicle or in a doorway. They were, however, suppressing the rebellious Reborn and stopping them from focusing on Melissa.

“Come on!” Roy yelled. Melissa glanced back at him and saw that he had one of the gates open and was waiting for her. She looked back at the Ancillary just as a bullet pinged off the concrete near her legs. It spurred Melissa into action. Grabbing the Ancillary under one arm, she dragged her to her feet then moved as fast as she could towards the gate with the hobbling woman.

“I didn’t think you cared, Witness.” The Ancillary issued through gritted teeth, clearly in pain.

“I don’t, but I’m sure I’ll need you alive for something.” Melissa snapped back. She managed to get the two of them through the gateway, nearly tripping over the Reborn Roy had killed, just as a salvo of bullets slammed into the concrete floor where they had been standing barely moments before. She dove down, shoving the Ancillary down with her, while Roy heaved the gate shut. Melissa lifted her head and scanned the area for anything they could use to secure it. She spotted the spool of heavy metal chain off to the side. Scrambling to her feet, leaving the Ancillary moaning in pain, she ran over to it, slinging the strap of her weapon over her head as she moved. With Roy’s help she threaded the chain round and round through the two end bars to lash the gates together, and then thrust the padlock, which had been conveniently hooked onto the end link at one end, through both end links to secure it. It wouldn’t hold up against a severe assault, but it would buy them more time - and even a little might save their lives.

“I still can’t trust you.” Melissa told Roy as they worked.

“I know. I don’t blame you.”

“I think that’s the best we can do.” Melissa said, ending their personal conversation as she gave the chain one final tug, ensuring it was as secure as they could make it.

“What’s the plan?”

“Well, in lieu of another way out, we’ve only got one choice: kill them all and go out the front.”

“There’s got to be thirty or forty of them out there.” Roy cautioned.

“I didn’t say it was going to be easy.”

Melissa moved away, grabbed the Ancillary and pulled her, none too gently, to her feet. They went in through the side door, Roy having either retained the keycard or looted it from the corpse when she wasn’t looking. They slammed the door behind them as the suppressed gunfire was dying down outside, leading Melissa to believe that nearly all the loyal Reborn were dead and, as she didn’t think Simm would leave either her or the Ancillary alive that could only mean they didn’t have much time before the rebels launched an attack on the station.

Melissa lifted up the Ancillary’s robe and inserting her index fingers in the hole of the pants she was wearing underneath, tugged on it to make it bigger so she could get a look at the wound. She’d been hit on her upper calf; a painful injury, but unlikely to be life-threatening in Melissa’s opinion as the bullet had barely nicked the outer edge of her flesh - a wound similar to one Melissa herself had received in the Seraph, she considered. She ripped away some of the Ancillary’s bloodied and grimy robe and began to bind the wound tightly to staunch the flow of blood.

“Weapons!” Melissa instructed Roy, who quickly disappeared into an interrogation room.

“Let me help, Witness.” The Ancillary stated.

“There’s no way I’m giving you a gun.” Melissa responded in an incredulous tone of voice.

“If you don’t then you’ll certainly die, and me along with you. The Teacher warned me there might be divisions in the ranks as we drew closer to victory, but he hoped it wouldn’t be until much later. It seems... perhaps, he overestimated the power of his money.”

“I’m sure he’d love to hear you say that.”

“The Teacher is brilliant, but hardly infallible. He says we must strive for perfection but be prepared for failure, because true strength is born from how we deal with setbacks.”

Melissa yanked tightly on the material she was using as a bandage, causing the Ancillary to yelp in pain.

“Fantastic, but that doesn’t change anything. I wouldn’t trust you with a potato peeler let alone a firearm.”

Roy returned, offering Melissa a pistol for her leg holster and a knife for the sheathe on her vest. He also tossed her a bandolier of ammunition and a new radio as well as an assault rifle.

“The odds are good we’re all going to die here.” The Ancillary announced without any hint of emotion in her voice. “But if we work together then maybe, just maybe, we can live long enough for you to ask me to take you to the Teacher. I know I tried to kill you in the Seraph, but I was misguided by my emotions. It is my duty to keep you alive long enough to fulfill the destiny the Teacher has envisioned for you. Let me help!” She implored, her eyes locking onto Melissa’s.

Dead silence was coming from outside the police station; no screams of pain, no sounds of impact or hushed gunfire, leading Melissa to believe the battle was definitely over and the traitorous Reborn would be coming for them soon. Melissa’s mind raced as she weighed up the risk of giving the Ancillary a weapon versus the benefit of having another person to aid in their defense.

“I want you to be in front of me at all times. If you point that gun in a direction I don’t like, I’ll kill you. If you don’t give it back when this is over, I’ll kill you. Do what I say when I say it or I’ll kill you.” Melissa threatened.

“I understand, Witness.”

Melissa looked at Roy, shooting him a dark look that signified she hadn’t been speaking solely to the Ancillary. Roy nodded, reached into the bag and retrieved a pistol and some spare magazines, handing them off to the Ancillary. He gave Melissa the bag, which she slung on her shoulder. It seemed to contain extra weapons and ammunition, including a shotgun that would be handy if she was forced to fight at close quarters.

“Come on.” Melissa said, gesturing quickly to the door that led to the main area of the floor. “Roy, keep the cell side of the station secure; we’ll head to the offices on other side of the main entrance and hold them off there. If anyone makes it inside, call out.”

“If we get overwhelmed, fall back to the main avenue. I set up some kill zones there, and we can use the staircase at the end to go up to the next floor.” Roy responded.

“Good luck.” Melissa told him as she yanked the Ancillary to her feet and shoved her ahead.

The Ancillary shoved the magazines into the pocket of her robe, opened the door and led the way at a painful hobble. Melissa was close behind, holding her assault rifle at a half ready position and looking through the doorways she passed for any indication that the Simm’s soldiers had made it into the building, but it didn’t appear they had - yet. They clambered over the barricades Roy had erected in the corridor as quickly as they could, until they reached the main avenue. She saw at once that Roy had secured doors with a heavy looking desk. Melissa briefly took stock of their surroundings: the cells, interrogation rooms and briefing room were behind her, while facing her was the corridor that would eventually lead to the lift, staircase and armory. In order to stay together, however, it would be easier for them to meet up at the main avenue and access the second floor from the staircase there so, as Roy had said, that was where they would retreat to should they need to.

Satisfied she knew where she was and what they were going to do should they believe they were about to be overrun, Melissa continued on with the Ancillary, ducking into an office which had windows that offered a view of the area in front of the police station. Melissa shifted to a crouched position, dropped the bag from her shoulder and moved to cover the left side of the window. The Ancillary also crouched down, although a pained sigh escaped her lips as she did, and moved to cover the right. The Ancillary peeked out, as did Melissa, and what she saw didn’t encourage her. The rebel Reborn were setting up a position in front of the building, with two dozen men lining up near the low wall. There were more moving around the street to the far left and right, but staying low so they couldn’t easily be picked off.

“If we kill Simm, will that stop this... uprising?” Melissa asked quietly.

“I’d wager not. His ilk are purely mercenary. Personally, I never cared for Simm, but we needed people like him in order to bulk up our forces. He accepted our offer solely because he was offered a sizable amount of money for his loyalty. I guess he’s not the kind of person we want in the new world: dishonorable and greedy.”

“Tell me, was the Teacher really going to allow mercenaries like Simm in his new world?” Melissa asked incredulously. The Ancillary smiled.

“Those who proved their devotion to the cause would be allowed to enjoy the Reborn world, Witness. Those who clung to the old systems, who didn’t overcome their own test... Well, they too would need to be swept away.”

Melissa didn’t respond. She simply looked out and wondered just how many there were out there. It seemed Simm was well prepared. Melissa barely heard a barked order before her world was overwhelmed by gunfire. She flung herself to the floor, as did the Ancillary, as round after round of ammunition slammed into the facade of the building. The windows shattered, scattering glass fragments over their prone figures. Bullets flew across the room to blow chunks of plaster free; both from the opposite wall and - through the open door - from the wall in the corridor beyond. Melissa couldn’t even think of returning fire under such a devastating salvo; she simply hunkered down and covered her head... for what little good it would do to protect her. Shards of sharp glass continued to rain down on her, nicking her hands and her forearms and inflicting pinpricks of pain. The gunfire droned on and on, a seemingly unending barrage that fortunately hadn’t penetrated the strong exterior walls of the police station. If it had been of cheaper material or a less sturdy structure, Melissa had no doubt she’d already be dead.

As suddenly as the gunfire started, it abated. Gripping her weapon tightly, she swung up onto her knees and looked out through the broken window. Five traitor Reborn had hopped over the low wall and were advancing towards the building with their weapons raised. Melissa took a deep breath and shifted out of cover just enough to raise her weapon; she fired, her shots slamming into the advancing soldiers. One was hit in the shoulder, another the hip, while two more took rounds straight into their body armor and stumbled. One emerged unscathed and darted directly behind a police vehicle. The Ancillary peeked out, squeezing off a series of perfectly precise shots that executed two of the wounded traitors, while the other two scrambled into cover behind the same vehicle as their comrade. Having discovered their bombardment of bullets had failed to eliminate their targets, the soldiers behind the wall now began taking pot shots at the police station, either single shots or tightly grouped bursts, which missed Melissa and the Ancillary by mere inches. Melissa risked exposing herself, firing a long stream of shots along the wall before ducking back to reload her weapon. She heard gunshots echoing through the police station and knew, thankfully, that Roy was still alive and fighting. Melissa slammed home a fresh magazine and leaned out, taking quick, careful aim and firing a lucky headshot that dropped one of Simm’s men behind the wall before she was forced to duck back as a retaliatory salvo was launched in her direction. As their attention was focused on Melissa, the Ancillary quickly leaned out and fired. A yelp of pain indicated she’d hit her target, but as to whether it was a fatal shot or not, Melissa couldn’t be certain. She took a few seconds, waiting for the gunfire to die down, and then she began to lean out, just as a fresh salvo tore into the building. She cursed loudly as she was pushed back.

“Advance!” Simm called out, and Melissa knew she needed to do something desperate. At great risk, she lifted her weapon and held it side on, exposing a fraction of her arms to fire blindly, squeezing the trigger as she manipulated it, hoping to push back any attempt at an advance on the front entrance. The Ancillary fired too, sending shot after shot at her rebellious former comrades until her weapon ran dry and she was forced to retreat and reload.

“I need something bigger!” The Ancillary called out, looking at the bag.

Melissa didn’t hesitate. Her back was against the wall and she didn’t have any choice but to work with the Ancillary. She grabbed the bag and dragged it closer; reaching in with one hand, her fingers clasped around the barrel of the shotgun. She wrenched it free and tossed it across to the Ancillary, who caught it easily. Melissa slid a box of shells across the floor to her, and then reloaded her own weapon. She couldn’t tell if the magazine was empty, but she needed a full magazine to ensure she could keep firing without running out of ammunition - perhaps at a crucial moment.

Melissa heard an angry roar, and as she leaned out saw a Reborn soldier about half a dozen feet from the window, with two more just a little behind him. She began to take aim, but the Ancillary devastated him with a headshot, dropping his bloody, ragged corpse to the ground. Melissa aimed at the head of the next in sequence - who was already preparing to fire at her. They squeezed their triggers simultaneously. Her shot slammed into his forehead, and his nipped her upper right shoulder, causing her to wince in pain. She fought through it however, and fired at the other advancing Reborn, slamming several shots into his armored vest before finally landing the kill shot that dropped him. The Reborn at the wall were flanking around, hoping to advance into a blind spot and proceed towards their position. Melissa fired at them, emptying her magazine and forcing them into cover.

“The doorway!” The Ancillary called out, firing her weapon through the window at an angle, which would send her shots towards the front entrance. Melissa risked a quick look and saw a trio of Reborn rushing towards the door with heavy, metal assault shields. The Ancillary’s shots hit the latter and barely scratched the surface. A loud explosion rang out through the building and a fraction of a second later, her radio crackled to life.

“Melissa!” Roy called over the radio.

“Damn it!” Melissa hissed as she started to leave. “Can you hold them here?” She asked the Ancillary, scarcely believing she was about to entrust part of their defense solely to her nemesis.

“Of course, Witness. It’s my duty to punish those who stray from the Teacher’s path.” The Ancillary replied with a frightening calm, emptying her weapon before ducking back into cover and reloading. “Though I wonder how I can remain completely in your line of sight when you leave the room.” She added with a smirk. Shaking her head, Melissa left the room and darted into the hallway, sprinting as quickly as she could to Roy’s position; though going over the barricades caused some difficulty.

Melissa burst through the doorway to the cells; the formerly keycard secured door defeated by some heavy-duty tape that prevented the locking mechanism from working. As soon as she was through, she saw Roy grappling with a Reborn soldier. The side door was open, apparently having been blown inwards by some external explosive, strewing the area with debris. Their firearms were scattered on the floor and the soldier was holding a knife, blade down, and doing his damndest to drive it into Roy’s face. Melissa took aim but wasn’t able to get a clear shot as the two men struggled, twisting this way and that, with Roy holding deathly tight to the man’s wrist. Melissa saw another soldier entering through the side door; she aimed and fired quickly, slamming a shot straight through his head. As his body slumped back, she saw a fragment of the figure of another rebel Reborn taking a position beside the doorway and prepared to fire on him, but Roy suddenly passed in front of her, stumbling and falling heavily. The enemy he’d been grappling with lunged at Melissa with his blade raised; he was so close she couldn’t aim precisely so she quickly leveled her weapon at his chest. Her weight on her back foot, she fired as many shots as she could into his body armor, causing him to drop to his knees in pain. Mercilessly, she kicked his chest, knocking him onto his back and then executed him, twisting just in time to deal with the Reborn attempting to enter through the side door.

“Come on!” Melissa barked to Roy, who snatched up his weapon, pushed open the door and hobbled into the corridor. Melissa followed him, ejecting her spent magazine and taking cover around the edge of doorway just before a salvo of fire started taking chunks out of the wall. She reloaded and looked at Roy. He’d readied himself and nodded at her, both waiting for a break in the gunfire. When it came, they twisted out into the doorway together, Melissa ducking low and Roy remaining standing. They suppressed the enemies attempting enter and, judging by a late yelp of pain after they ceased firing, someone was hit by a stray ricochet. Roy retreated to reload while Melissa stayed in place, waiting with her weapon ready and her attention resolutely focused on the doorway. A Reborn from the right shifted out and attempted to push into the room; Melissa ended him with a single shot to the face. She retreated back around the corner and looked at Roy.

“You good? I need to keep an eye on that treacherous bitch.” She questioned with a scowl.

“I’ll be fine... I think.” Roy responded.

Melissa got to her feet and started back towards the Ancillary. As she clambered over the barricades she hoped she would find the Ancillary where she’d left her rather than her having made a bid for freedom through a broken window while the Reborn were focused on the side door. A moment later she heard the shotgun firing and this made her feel a little more optimistic, so that she no longer anticipated finding the Ancillary had escaped or betrayed them in some capacity - not that it seemed the Reborn outside were on her side, but, she was so mistrustful of her erstwhile nemesis, Melissa wouldn’t rule anything out. As she neared the heavy wooden doors behind the reception desk they unexpectedly exploded inwards, the force of the blast sending her flying back to land hard against the wall, while the heavy desk Roy had wedged behind them clattered around the space. She dropped to one knee, her ears ringing after the sudden, explosive sound. Melissa looked up and saw a shielded Reborn advancing inward. Instantly, she raised her weapon and fired, hoping to buy herself enough time to get into the cover of the briefing room. Her shots slammed harmlessly into the steel shield however, and as she began to retreat the Reborn carrying it leveled a pistol over the top and started to return fire. Melissa hurled herself sideways, and shot through the open doorway. She clambered to her feet, stumbling as she moved back to the doorway - still disoriented by the unexpected detonation. Melissa shook her head and attempted to focus. As she prepared to lean out and fire she heard a dull thud near her. Glancing down she saw a grenade on the floor just outside the door. Immediately she threw herself backwards, putting as much distance between herself and the imminent blast as possible. The grenade exploded, taking out the section of the wall she had previously been sheltering behind and sending plaster chunks, dust and shards of the wooden framework both down on her and flying into the air. Though further disoriented, Melissa coughed and spat, then got to her hands and knees and turned to face the doorway. She scrambled up onto one foot and prepared her weapon. The shield-bearer was approaching but Melissa couldn’t see any cover to use through the heavy cloud of dust. She had only one hope and that was the shield would make it more difficult for him to aim, so she half rose and moved cautiously around to his right side as he surged into the room. His pistol angled above the shield, he fired. Now rising to her full height, Melissa sprinted across the space between them. He fired again and again as she drew nearer; each shot narrowly missing her. Her luck ran out as she was concluding her approach; she felt a searing pain in her upper left arm and squeaked, but managed to flick the switch and change the rate of fire to automatic on her rifle.

Raising her weapon high and over the top of the shield, she squeezed the trigger and let a stream of shots burst out that tore apart the upper body of the shield bearer. He slumped forward and, as Melissa braced herself against the shield, a flicker of movement in the hall drew her attention. She groaned at the sight of two more shield bearers encroaching on her position. Glancing down, Melissa saw a grenade hanging from the side of the combat vest on the dead Reborn at her feet. Ignoring the wetness running down her arm and the pain it caused her to reach for it, she snatched up the grenade, ripped the pin free and launched the projectile into the hall. It landed just behind the front shield bearer, causing the pair to attempt to quickly scurry away. Melissa, meanwhile, ducked down behind the shield braced against her and held it with one hand. The explosion blasted out, followed immediately by agonized screams. Melissa stood up, leveling her assault rifle in anticipation. She saw a shield laying in the corridor with a bloody arm holding it and a one-armed corpse a few paces away, but wasn’t able to see the second shield-bearer from her current position.

Melissa briefly glanced at her arm and saw it had been yet another lucky flesh wound; blood leaked freely but it wasn’t going to impair her too much. She stood and let the shield she was using for cover fall back onto the body of its former owner; a single shot to his head ensuring he didn’t return, and then she set out into the corridor, similarly firing a shot into the one armed corpse. There was no sign of the third shield-bearer, so she quickly glanced towards the position she had last seen Roy and saw he had returned into the room between the cells and the interrogation rooms and appeared to be peering out of the side door; though he was barely visible from her current position, which was likely why the shield-bearers hadn’t engaged him. She started moving cautiously towards the wrecked reception area looking for the third shield-bearer, when someone lunged around the corner from the main avenue. He had a pistol leveled at her head and she had a split second to move out of the way. The sound of the gunshot was sudden, and loud enough to cause a debilitating, painful ringing in her right ear, but she was alive. Melissa, instead of succumbing to the pain and disorientation, yelled an outraged roar and fired her weapon - the shot hitting the traitorous Reborn in the thigh. He stumbled, but quickly attempted to adjust his aim. Melissa, however, was already moving; she let her rifle fall from her hands so it hung from the fabric over her shoulder and lunged at him. One hand wrapped around his wrist and the other formed a fist that she slammed into his face. He attempted to strike her with his other hand, but Melissa swiftly stepped back, initially staying out of his reach, but then swiftly brought her knee up hard against his injured thigh. Momentarily stunned by the fresh pain, it gave Melissa the brief moment she needed to grapple him and, shifting to the wall, to slam his hand as hard as she could against it: repeating the attack as she snarled in fury until he dropped his weapon. It wasn’t over though. An instant later, through the open doors behind the reception desk, she saw a pair of soldiers sweep in through the gap where the front entrance doors had been. With just a second to react, she twisted the soldier she was struggling with so that he was in front of her - just as they raised their weapons to unleash a salvo in her direction. Barely moments before they hit, she had tucked her smaller frame behind him; the bullets brutally slammed into his body, and while he trembled with each impact, blood erupted from his unarmored sections. She reached for her sidearm and pulled it free, firing several shots over her improvised shield in the direction of the attacking soldiers. Louder blasts suddenly cut through the air; Melissa glanced over her shoulder and saw the Ancillary standing in the corridor, shotgun in hand, near the headless remains of the two Reborn soldiers.

“They’re coming en masse, Witness. We’re almost out of time.” The Ancillary reported calmly.

Melissa dropped her improvised shield to the ground, holstered her pistol and retrieved her assault rifle. She reloaded it while keeping an eye on the Ancillary - something that wasn’t unnoticed.

“What?” The Ancillary questioned.

“I don’t get you.”

“What’s not to get?”

“You’re helping me.”

“Because my job is to accompany you until you’re ready to see the Teacher.”

“We’re probably going to die here.”

“It seems likely. But I will die performing my duty to the Teacher.”

Melissa scoffed.

“I never saw it ending this way.”

“There’s still a chance. Tell me you’re ready to join me at the Teacher’s side and perhaps there’s something that can still be done.”

Melissa wondered what she meant, but a stream of gunfire outside drew her attention. There weren’t any recognizably sounds of impact against the building, and accompanying the gunfire was a distant roaring and rumbling, which sounded like an engine. With a shared curious look the Ancillary and Melissa moved quickly to the window of the nearest office. Looking out, they saw a group of about twenty Reborn firing on a bus that was speeding around the corner. It slammed into them, crushing a number who had been unable to get clear under its heavy frame, while the others flanked it and continued firing. Then Melissa saw what the bus had attracted: hundreds, perhaps thousands, of infected were surging around the corner. Some had probably been attracted by the gunfire, but it seemed the majority had been following the bus and now, shuffling as quickly as their stiff limbs would allow them, they were descending on the traitorous Reborn. Melissa looked up the street to the right and saw another horde of infected approaching, causing Simm’s soldiers to split their fire. There was no sign of their commander, who had perhaps retreated or was taking cover somewhere out of sight, but that was immaterial. The overwhelming number of Reborn they had faced, which had seemed an insurmountable obstacle to their survival only moments ago, were now being threatened by the vast horde of infected which were fast closing in. It was they who were now running out of options.

The door to the bus opened revealing Kevin. He fired at the Reborn facing away from him, winging one and seemingly killing another. He started to move towards the wrecked front doors, weaving as he ran to avoid the Reborn who had begun to fire at him. The Ancillary and Melissa used their weapons on the Reborn targeting him, wounding some and driving others into cover behind vehicles. As the tide of infected surged toward them, the traitorous Reborn seemed to be considering retreat. Melissa hoped it might give them a limited window of opportunity to reach the bus and drive away.

“Come on!” Melissa barked at the Ancillary as she returned swiftly into the corridor, where she called Roy urgently. He turned and limped quickly after them. They reached the front doors in the same moment Kevin did, moving over the debris of the doors and former barricades.

“We were wondering what happened to you.” Melissa told him.

“I ran into some problems. Let’s go!” He replied briskly. They had barely started towards the bus when a sudden, loud sound rang out from the top of one of the buildings across the street, followed almost immediately by the bus exploding in a massive ball of flame. The heavy metal frame was carried over and glass and debris shot out from their devastated means of escape. The quartet froze and looked on in horror. The surviving infected, some having been obliterated in the explosion, were surging with renewed vigor, the sound and scale of the explosion drawing them towards the police station. A second group, which was growing larger as they watched, had closed off the end of the street and were currently assaulting the rebel Reborn - whose escape they had unequivocally cut short. The left side of the street was an unbroken sea of undead faces, although Melissa saw some alleyways that might have been a way out, but gunfire from the rooftops forced the foursome to retreat back into the police station. Once back in the main avenue of the inverted T junction, Melissa punched the wall and cursed profusely. They were trapped, and within minutes, the infected would be upon them.
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Chapter Twelve
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Melissa wasn’t about to give up, but she knew their options were limited. Their only hope was to keep the infected at bay until they could take advantage of a situation which gave them a chance to escape. Her mind raced, switching between half-baked plans and desperate ideas, none of which she had the time to execute and none of which had any hope of success in the present circumstances.

“We need to move some of the furniture from the corridors up against this doorway so we can slow them down. If we can block off the hole then that should slow them enough for us to gun some down.” Melissa declared. She started towards one of the barricades on her left, and was joined a moment later by the Ancillary who helped her heave a heavy desk back to the doorway behind the reception desk. Kevin and Roy got involved, forming a chain to bring chairs and other furniture to allow the construction of a barricade that was likely going to be ineffective at best. As the final piece went in place, the first infected reached the entrance. Its hand latched onto the ragged, exterior door frame and it pulled itself into view. Melissa quickly tried to decide whether it would be best to let the leaders get close and use a knife to kill them quietly in the hope it would cause the majority to pass by, but then the sound of glass being broken down the corridor towards the holding cells interrupted her thoughts and led her to believe the infected were already swarming in through the other entrances. They were completely out of time.

“Roy, cover the cells area, Kevin the office on the right, the Ancillary and I will hold this area.” Melissa instructed. Roy moved without a word, hurrying off with his weapon held ready to fire in his hand. Kevin looked uncertain, his eyes moving confusedly between Melissa and the Ancillary, who simply smiled at him, and then he took off to cover the windows Melissa and the Ancillary had previously been defending. Only when he had gone did Melissa realize he had been unaware the Ancillary had joined her and Roy in the defense of the police station.

“When they get inside and we can’t hold them back, we’ll retreat to the second floor!” Melissa yelled, ejecting her mostly spent magazine and replacing it with a fresh one.

“There’s still a way out.” The Ancillary declared, raising her shotgun and pointing it towards the doorway. A half dozen more infected were there now, just behind the first who was shuffling forward with its arms outstretched.

“Unless you can fly, I doubt it.”

“Tell me you’re ready to meet with the Teacher and you’ll find out.”

“If I tell you just so we can escape, doesn’t it lose meaning?”

“No, because you’re a strong willed person; if you truly weren’t willing to meet with him then I believe you’d rather die than accept help from me.”

Melissa scoffed and braced her assault rifle against her shoulder. She took a deep breath, thinking to herself that this wasn’t massively different from the first time she’d first picked up a weapon to defend herself. Galgambwe had been where she’d taken her first life, holed up in a building defending herself from a seemingly endless enemy. Now, in a police station in the American midwest, she was doing it again.

Gunfire from her right indicated that Kevin was engaging the infected; it was followed immediately by shots on her left from Roy. The infected in the reception area moved left and right around the desk with incensed urgency now that there was living flesh almost within reach: the smell of blood, both from their wounds and the dead Reborn, and the loud, aggravating sound. Melissa and the Ancillary opened fire in unison, each wordlessly picking different targets. Melissa fired as precisely as she could; single shots that slammed into the foreheads of each infected she aimed at, blowing their brains out and stopping their reanimated bodies. Each one she felled was immediately replaced by another then another, each new infected face snapping its jaws and focusing a glassy, unerring stare at the meals before them. The Ancillary fired swiftly and accurately, depleting her shotgun and forcing her to quickly reload with fresh shells. The infected were slowing only a fraction as they stumbled against the bodies of their fallen companions. There was only a half dozen or so feet between Melissa and the infected, and each one that died made the barrier between them denser and higher, but it wasn’t impenetrable. Sooner or later they would climb over the bodies and the pressure of their numbers would dismantle their hurriedly constructed barricade. Melissa ejected her magazine and loaded a fresh one, instinctively taking a step back from the barricade as the outstretched arm of an infected clawed its way towards her. She slammed a shot into its head and into the head of the two creatures behind it. The Ancillary fought fearlessly, reaching into the pocket of her robe and groping for more shells, but her hand came up empty. She tossed the gun to the ground and retrieved the pistol she had been given previously, which had been tucked into her belt. She fired, her shots ringing out in unison with Melissa’s, each bullet killing another infected. The chorus of moans and angered groans from the infected were almost louder than the gunshots, their unholy, hungry song echoing around the walls of the police station. Melissa realized they were out of time in their current position; she looked on in horror as the infected pressed against the barricade. The duo continued to fire, but those they killed now dropped dead on top of it, their weight causing the barricade to jostle as more infected pushed against it from behind. Melissa glanced left and saw Roy firing as he retreated towards them, while the infected spilled out from an office a few paces away from him.

“Melissa!” He called out a moment later as he reached one of the hallway barricades he had erected earlier, clambering awkwardly over it and taking up a new firing position. Kevin was still firing and was presumably able to hold his position, but if Melissa and the Ancillary couldn’t hold theirs and were overwhelmed before he retreated, he could be cut off. Moreover, if the infected pressing from Roy’s side advanced too far they could all be cut off from their intended avenue of escape.

Melissa gritted her teeth and kept firing, doing her best to increase the speed at which she was bringing down the infected; unfortunately, the effort caused some of her shots to go wide, so she slowed down, thinking back to her training, and killed with less speed but more precision.

“The barricade won’t hold much longer, Witness!” The Ancillary announced.

“Keep firing!” Melissa called back.

“I intend to, but we need to be ready to move!”

“Kevin, we can’t keep them back much longer!” Melissa yelled as loudly as she could.

“If you need to go then go! I’ll take the other stairs!” Kevin replied, jogging Melissa’s memory that there was a second set of stairs at the end of the corridor he was on; through the door which also housed the now depleted armory that Roy must have told him about.

The furniture they had assembled as a boundary began to collapse; the stacked filing cabinets and chairs tumbling backwards loudly and slamming onto the floor as the heavy desk was irrevocably pushed backwards. The dead infected were being crushed under the feet of those behind as the latter pressed forward; their teeth gnashing while they issued ravenous growls from features contorted with rage. They even clawed at each other to overtake the one in front, so desperate were they to reach Melissa and the Ancillary and the free meal they represented. Melissa and the Ancillary were forced to reload at the same time, and in those few seconds, one began to clamber over the desk and a filing cabinet - which was the last obstruction left on top of it - desperate to reach the living and feast upon them. Melissa managed to get one of her last remaining magazines reloaded and fired a kill shot, causing it to slump and drop to the ground at her feet. The Ancillary killed the next, and then twisted to fire upon those advancing behind the first infected to breach their defensive line. Melissa started to move towards the corridor that would lead to the second floor. She knew it was hopeless and they would soon be forced to give up their position.

“Roy, move!” She issued harshly. He retreated quickly, following them into the corridor and taking his place on Melissa’s left as they retreated step by step towards the elevator.

“We need to fall back a little quicker.” The Ancillary declared calmly.

“Kevin, get out of there!” Melissa yelled. The infected were pouring in from the front doors, pushing past the remains of the barricade and advancing towards them. Some were likely heading towards Kevin’s position, but Melissa couldn’t see him nor could she help him. All she could see was the wall of infected moving towards them, with nothing to slow them down.

Melissa, Roy and the Ancillary fired on the infected as they retreated, moving backwards quickly but carefully. They killed a dozen only to find them immediately replaced by another two dozen; the horde seemingly without end. Moments later, they found themselves at the elevator and stairs. The Ancillary moved to the stairwell door and opened it, gesturing for the other two to get inside. Melissa took a last look over her shoulder at the swelling numbers following them - which had to be fifty or more - as she stepped inside. Once within the dingy grey stairwell, the Ancillary shut the door behind them. Both she and Melissa looked for some way to secure the door further, but there was nothing, so Melissa hoped there was something they could block the second floor door with to buy them more time. They moved quickly up the stairs - or rather, as quickly as they could with two individuals with leg injuries.

Once at the door of the second floor, Melissa shoved it open, hearing as she did heavy impacts on the lower one. It would hold for a time, but eventually the weight of the infected would tear it down.

“Kevin!” Melissa called out loudly, but there was no response. She started to move quickly along the main corridor, glancing over her shoulder at the Ancillary and Roy.

“Block this door off with whatever you can find!” She barked as she made her way to the other staircase. When Melissa reached the turn at the end, she remembered the rooftop access stairs were on the left - a potentially useful final fallback option when they, inevitably, needed it. She broke right and sprinted down the long corridor towards the second stairwell. She heard continued gunshots and then an agonized scream a moment before she laid her hand on the door handle. Fearing she was already too late, she pulled the door open and readied her rifle with one movement before advancing quickly down the stairs. She could hear the infected’s ravenous chorus and a fresh scream from below.

“I’m coming, Kevin! Hold on!” She yelled, though she knew he might already be turned before she got down the stairs.

Melissa moved as quickly as her legs would carry her, and after she rounded the corner looked on in horror when she saw Kevin’s left arm being held by the infected as he desperately braced himself against the door. From the blood spurts over the wall and door and the agonized cries he was issuing, it was clear they were gnawing upon it. To make matters worse, the feeding frenzy had so incensed the infected they were soon going to overpower him and shove the door inward, and there was nothing Kevin could do to stop it. Melissa raced to him, moved to the gap in the door where they were pushing it open and aimed her weapon through it. She fired, the shots loud and echoing in the narrow chamber, and killed the infected that had Kevin’s hand and arm in their mouths. Unfortunately, their proximity to the door and the weight of the infected behind meant the door couldn’t close. She looked at Kevin and saw none of the signs of him turning into an infected; he was pale, probably from pain and shock, but he wasn’t convulsing as those who were turning did.

“Are you okay to run?” She asked him quickly, lending her own weight against the door to buy them a few more seconds.

“Yeah.” Kevin replied breathlessly, his bloody arm and hand hanging limply at his side.

“We’ve got to get to the next floor and barricade the door at the top of the stairs. We’ve got to move, Kevin, and we’ve got to do it together. Ready?”

Kevin nodded. She observed he’d lost his assault rifle and was holding his sidearm in his right hand. Melissa gave a quick countdown from three and then they charged towards the stairs, the infected immediately spilling into the stairwell. They roared and moaned, angered that their meal was escaping their hungry grasp, and then they shambled forward; those at the back pressing against those in front of them. By the time Melissa and Kevin were rounding the halfway point of the stairs, the infected had reached the bottom but were struggling to move their stiff limbs up the steps. Melissa saw they had slowed and it flashed through her mind as they sped on that perhaps the rigor mortis in their legs was making it difficult for them to make the necessary movements or, she reasoned absently, perhaps it was because their brains were having trouble remembering how to ascend stairs. Whatever the cause, she was grateful for the blockade that was forming as the front runners were trampled by those behind.

Melissa and Kevin reached the door to the second floor and slammed through it, shutting it with a resounding bang behind them. Kevin moved to a nearby office and, despite his injury, helped Melissa move a hefty filing cabinet over to the door, dropping it so it lay across the floor. They grabbed a few other items and quickly assembled them in place, but the infected were already up against the door, pounding it and pressing their bodies against it. Melissa and Kevin retreated a few paces down the corridor then dragged out enough furniture from the nearby offices to form a firing line. With that done, Kevin slumped to the ground, his back against the desk that formed the solid base of their defensive barricade. Melissa knelt beside him, her assault rifle hanging at her side. She took hold of his injured left arm and looked it over, the sight making her feel just a little sick. Kevin had lost a chunk from his forearm in two places, but his hand had taken the brunt of the assault, costing him his fore and middle fingers entirely, down to the second joint of his ring finger and most of his pinky. Blood was oozing from the wounds and he winced painfully as Melissa examined him. She took her knife and cut away the sleeve of his jacket and then the sleeve of the shirt, using both to bandage the wounds as tightly as she could. It wouldn’t last long and wasn’t even going to be all that effective. Still, she figured, it was better than nothing, and when they were free of this accursed place they could find a drug store and tend the wounds properly.

“The good news,” she announced as she yanked hard on the bandage around his hand, making him gasp loudly, “is that you’re immune to the virus.”

“Yay.” Kevin responded weakly.

“What happened to you out there?”

“I was attacked. I took a Reborn prisoner but I couldn’t keep an eye on him and the infected after his collar was deactivated... mine already was, so I was forced to drop him off.”

“You didn’t kill him?”

“He was unarmed.”

Melissa nodded.

“So, what’s the plan?” He questioned.

“Hold them here as long as we can, then we go to the roof.” Melissa responded.

“And then what?”

“We cross that bridge when we come to it.”

“Please...” He started weakly, focusing himself before starting again. “Please don’t let them get me.”

Melissa knew what he was asking and nodded in response.

“Same here.” She replied, and he returned her affirmative gesture.

The pounding on the doors was increasing, and no doubt they would be through them soon, but the group had a brief moment of respite. With a promise to Kevin she’d be back, Melissa left and sought out Roy and the Ancillary. She discovered they had blocked off the other stairwell door with as much furniture as the pair could manage, and were now checking their remaining ammunition.

“Seems like you two worked well together.” Melissa commented.

“You shouldn’t judge Mr. Snipes too harshly, Witness. He did what was best for his wife, and for the people we love, shouldn’t we be willing to sacrifice everything?” The Ancillary questioned.

“That’s an odd attitude for someone whose philosophy values strength and the will to survive.”

“There’re many forms of sacrifice, Witness. His strength first ensured the safety of his wife and a place in the new world for both of them, then he sacrificed your trust and friendship by showing he had the strength to do whatever he needed to do to ensure her continued well being, together with a promise that they would be reunited soon.”

Melissa sighed and rolled her neck. She didn’t want to die angry, so she faced Roy and shrugged.

“I understand. I don’t blame you it’s just...”

“I know.” Roy responded.

Melissa looked back at the Ancillary.

“So, what were you going to do with me before this rebellion?”

“Pardon?” The Ancillary questioned back.

“Well, if I have to ask you to take me to the Teacher, what was the point of taking me prisoner? What were you going to do with me?”

“If everything had gone to plan, we’d have taken you to some of the safe places we’ve established for those worthy of living in the coming world - communities not only of those with the strength necessary to fight and survive, but with great thinkers; men and women who have the foresight to see what we’re truly trying to accomplish. There’s no one there with selfish ideals that would contaminate the new world with greed and weakness. It’s something truly spectacular to behold. Then I would take you to the final weapon in the Teacher’s arsenal; the tool that will truly help this world be Reborn.”

Melissa looked at the Ancillary and then at Roy. She felt there was a subtext to what she had been saying; was she suggesting that it would show Melissa’s strength to accept her offer of aid to save the people she cared about? Would they really be safe if she told the Ancillary she was ready to be taken to the Teacher? If they were going to survive, it seemed as though she didn’t have a lot of choice.

“Can you still call for help?” Melissa asked begrudgingly.

“Of course, Witness, if that’s what you truly want.” The Ancillary replied, starting to smile. Melissa considered what to say next carefully. Her decision was hastened when she saw the door begin to buckle under the weight of the infected.

“Make the call.” Melissa declared.

“Excellent. We’ll still need time for my associates to come, so if you could hold off the infected for as long as possible, that would benefit us all.” The Ancillary explained. She reached down through the top of her robe and retrieved a cell phone, then turned and started to walk away... but Melissa stepped suspiciously into her path.

“Where are you going?”

“To the roof. I’ll make the call and then flag down our transport. You can trust me, Witness.”

Melissa glared at her, not sure if she should ask Roy to accompany her, but the hinges of the door begin to buckle loudly and the barricade was jostled.

“There’s no way down from there unless she jumps.” Roy commented.

“Fine.” Melissa muttered under her breath, moving out of the Ancillary’s way.

“This truly is for the best, Witness, I promise you.” The Ancillary informed her as she started to walk hurriedly down the corridor.

“What do you have for ammunition?” Melissa asked Roy.

“A couple of mags for my pistol, that’s it.”

Melissa patted down her pockets. She had five pistol magazines and one for her assault rifle, so she gave him two more.

“I need to go check on Kevin. Call out if you need me.” Melissa instructed.

“I really am sorry for what I did, but she’s my wife... I had to make sure she was safe.”

“When I said I understand, I meant it Roy. I’m being a bitch because that’s the only way I know how to act these days.” Melissa told him, glancing to make sure the Ancillary was gone. She wasn’t in the corridor, so Melissa lowered her voice and leaned in to speak with Roy privately.

“What?” He questioned softly, his voice barely audible over the sound of the infected.

“If we can get your wife to safety, can I count on you?”

“You’re planning on taking down the Teacher.” Roy stated.

“The thought crossed my mind.”

“I’m sure it’s crossed hers too.” Roy said, gesturing towards the Ancillary.

“Maybe if we can find a way to take the head from the snake we have a chance of stopping this madness before it’s too far gone.”

“That’s not something you’ll walk away from, you know that right?”

“Probably not, but it’s the right thing to do.”

“If we get Tammy to safety first, then I’ll help you.” Roy confirmed.

A loud clattering, which was followed immediately by gunshots echoing through the building, cut short any further conversation. Melissa looked in the direction they were coming from and then back at Roy.

“Go, help Kevin!” He instructed, turning away and taking on a battle stance. Melissa charged away; heading towards Kevin. She rounded the corner and found him bracing his weapon against the top of the desk and firing at the infected spilling through the doorway. A number were crawling, likely having been the first through the door and been trampled by the infected behind them. Melissa took aim and started to fire, assisting the wounded Kevin to keep the infected at bay. With the wounds he had endured, Kevin was having a harder time aiming so more than half his shots clipped or winged the infected, some missed and precious few actually killed a target. Melissa aimed at the undead faces, some bloodied and some damaged after an altercation of some kind either before or after their death. She cut them down mercilessly, grinding her teeth and maintaining as much of the discipline she had been taught in Galgambwe as possible - while fighting the urge borne of fear to switch her weapon to fully automatic and spray bullets at the approaching targets. She killed and killed, stopping only when her assault rifle ran empty and she was forced to load her last magazine. She saw they were getting closer, having passed about half the distance between the stairwell door and the rough firing line she and Kevin had established. More gunshots were audible, leading Melissa to believe the infected were through the other stairwell and were being engaged by Roy. The infected were getting closer and closer, and were definitely incensed by the smell of Kevin’s fresh blood. Despite the sound of the gunshots from both their weapons, their hungry gaze was clearly focused on Kevin, the closest stretching out their arms in the hope of grabbing him, only to be cut down a moment later.

“Kevin, get ready to move!” Melissa barked. “Roy, get back here!”

Melissa continued her salvo until her weapon clicked empty for the final time. She let go of the rifle, pulling the strap over her head and dropping it on the floor, then she retrieved her pistol. She let off several shots, but the surge of infected was nearing the barricade. Kevin stood, his weapon clicking empty and he looked with concern at Melissa. She offered him a spare magazine, which he loaded into his weapon quickly despite his hand injury, and then they began to retreat, taking careful steps backward while firing at the undead horde. When they reached the intersection of the corridor, Melissa saw that Roy was nearing them with dozens of infected pouring forth from the stairwell beyond. The barricade she and Kevin had hastily built was demolished by the infected as they picked up speed, desperate to catch the fleeing, edible morsels.

“Where’s the Ancillary?” Kevin questioned.

“Calling for help.” Melissa answered, hoping she had been true to her word.

When their backs were brought to a sudden halt by the door leading to the roof, Melissa turned, pushed it open and took a step inside, then she turned back to cover her companions as they followed her. Kevin was still bleeding, and leaving a trail that was serving to incense the undead as they followed them. Melissa slammed the door shut and followed Kevin and Roy as they made their way up the stairs. The door was being battered moments later, causing Melissa to believe they didn’t have much longer. Reaching the rooftop door, Melissa followed Kevin through and Roy shut it behind them. There wasn’t anything to use to block it off, so they were down to a door to hold back the infected. Melissa quickly surveyed the rooftop; it was mostly flat, with a few large air conditioning units and what looked like some kind of power box that was about as tall as a person.

“What do you have for ammunition?” Melissa asked as she continued looking for the Ancillary.

“I’m out.” Kevin stated.

“Same.” Roy confirmed.

Melissa checked her own, realized she’d used all her spare magazines and had only the bullets in the current magazine. She ejected it and saw that there were only five left. She heard the ravenous cacophony of the infected as they swarmed around the police station and sighed. What concerned Melissa even more, however, was that she couldn’t see the Ancillary.

“Where are you?” Melissa called out.

“Right here!” Rochelle replied, stepping out from behind the power box. She had one arm around the Ancillary’s throat and a gun in the other hand, which she was aiming towards Melissa.

“Where the hell did you come from?”

“I slipped in through a window while you were making your move towards the bus.” Rochelle answered calmly. “I came up here to signal the others on the rooftops across from here but they’d already left, so now I’m going to be catching a ride with you.”

“I doubt that.” The Ancillary commented. “The men coming to aid the Witness and I are loyal to me and the Teacher. You’re future lies in being turned into an infected and let loose to actually contribute to the movement.”

Rochelle pulled hard on the Ancillary’s throat, choking her for a moment.

“We’ll see about that.” Rochelle commented. “Drop your weapons!” She instructed.

“Why? I’ll shoot you through that bitch, I don’t care about her.” Melissa stated.

“Because like me you need her to get aboard that helicopter.”

“Then it seems we’re at a bit of a standoff. The infected are right behind us and I’m not seeing a helicopter anywhere nearby.”

“Well, you’ll have to hold them off then, won’t you? Drop your weapons!”

“And how do you expect us to hold them off while unarmed?”

“You’ve got hands, you’ll figure something out.” Rochelle replied.

Melissa hesitated. She needed to kill Rochelle before the helicopter arrived. If she dropped her weapon, she’d need to get closer to Rochelle, and with the distance between them, it’d take a few seconds to sprint, during which time she’d be easy to gun down. The infected suddenly slammed into the rooftop door, jolting them in surprise, and this gave a window to exploit - the Ancillary was the first to act. She slammed her elbow into Rochelle’s gut and twisted out of her grasp. Melissa took aim at Rochelle, but she was already moving, pointing her gun towards the Ancillary. She fired once, definitely hitting her in the abdomen. Melissa started firing at Rochelle, but the other woman darted into cover behind an air conditioning unit, sending Melissa’s shots wide.

“Cover the door! Use your weapons as clubs, or whatever you can get your hands on!” Melissa instructed Roy and Kevin, who propped themselves against the door to form as much of a barricade as they could with their bodyweight. Melissa started advancing towards Rochelle’s last known position, glancing at the Ancillary and the blood starting to soak her robe.

Rochelle suddenly appeared around the left side of the power box, her weapon aiming straight at Melissa’s head. She fired just as Melissa threw herself towards the other side of the box; grazing her hands as she landed in a prone position, but she had kept a grip on her weapon and the bullet had sailed over her thanks to her quick reaction. Melissa hurriedly scrambled to her feet and shifted to face the front, readying herself to lean out to shoot Rochelle as soon as they came into contact - but the other woman surprised her again. Coming out of cover just as Melissa came into view, she snatched the wrist holding the weapon and shoved it away, which sent Melissa’s next to last shot wide. Rochelle followed up the action with a strike to Melissa’s face, the power of the blow enough to stagger her. Rochelle ripped the gun from her hand and flung it to the ground before continuing her assault. Melissa tried to raise her arms to block the blows, but Rochelle was fast, striking her in the face a second time and, coming in close, hooking one leg around Melissa’s and pulling to send her crashing to the ground. Rochelle dropped on top of Melissa and, wrapping her hands around her victim’s throat, started to choke her. Melissa gasped and spluttered. At first she tried to break the hold around her neck, but Rochelle’s grip was far too tight. She attempted to hook one leg over Rochelle’s to hoist her over, but Rochelle shifted in anticipation, blocking off her assault. Melissa’s throat was burning and her eyes began to water; she struggled, but couldn’t reach up to Rochelle’s face - and then a final, desperate thought occurred to her. With failing strength, Melissa managed to snag her hand in through the head hole of Rochelle’s dress and yanked with her flagging strength. Rochelle was dragged close to Melissa’s face - who then jammed her teeth into the flesh of Rochelle’s nose. She bit as hard as she could, tasting blood as it ran into her mouth from the wound. The pain and shock was enough for Rochelle to loosen her grip and Melissa was able to knock away her hands before releasing her nose and shoving the woman as hard as she could. Melissa coughed and spluttered, drawing in desperate lungfuls of air as she scrambled backwards, and then got hurriedly to her feet. Rochelle managed to stand, her nose ragged and bloody, tears streaming from her eyes.

“You bitch!” Rochelle screamed.

Melissa spat, blood and saliva flying from her mouth as she took on a fighting stance. She couldn’t tell if Roy and Kevin were still holding the door, and had no idea if the Ancillary was dead. She could only focus on her dangerous opponent. She reached for the knife in her vest, holding it ready and eyeing Rochelle as she prepared for their next engagement.

Rochelle moved forward and then weaved back, dodging Melissa’s horizontal swipe. She probed a few more times and Melissa realized she was hoping for an opening that could be exploited. It wasn’t easy, but Melissa kept herself in check, not over extending and not leaving herself vulnerable. She prepared for Rochelle to make a real attack... and she wasn’t left waiting long. Rochelle came in closer and did her best to grab Melissa’s knife hand. Melissa however, managed to avoid the attempted grapple and slashed, her blade making a deep cut in Rochelle’s arm. The new injury seemed to send Rochelle into a rage, triggering a vicious assault, and this time she successfully grappled Melissa. Locked in combat, the pair staggered this way and that, with Melissa using all her strength to try and force the blade into Rochelle’s chest, while her opponent did her best to twist Melissa’s wrist and push her hand down to plunge the knife through her own ribcage. They staggered closer and closer to the rooftop’s edge, where the ravenous cacophony of the undead rose up from the street below. Melissa ground her teeth and roared with primal fury, using every last ounce of strength as she pushed the tip of the blade closer to Rochelle’s heart. Suddenly, Rochelle twisted, flinging Melissa so that her rear was against the rooftop wall. The shift in direction weakened Melissa’s assault, and Rochelle was able to twist the knife towards Melissa’s neck, howling as she did so. Melissa knew she needed to act fast, so she prepared to kick out at Rochelle’s leg, but suddenly the Ancillary attacked Rochelle from behind, wrapping one arm around her neck she yanked so hard it could have snapped with just a little more of a twist. Rochelle was pulled off Melissa, and was at the wounded Ancillary’s mercy.

“You want to betray the Teacher?” The Ancillary demanded furiously. “This is what happens to traitors!” And moving forward she shoved Rochelle past Melissa over the edge. Rochelle screamed as the infected roared in anticipation. Melissa peered over the side and watched briefly as Rochelle was caught by a sea of undead and dragged down. If she was susceptible to the Reborn virus - as all of their frontline people supposedly were - then there probably wouldn’t be much left of her to reanimate, Melissa realized.

Turning away, Melissa looked at the Ancillary, who clutched her bloody side.

“I can’t believe I’m about to ask, but are you okay?” Melissa questioned; her voice rough and hoarse.

“I’m touched by your concern.” The Ancillary answered, a ghost of a smile lighting her face.

“Like she said, I need you to get out of here.” Melissa corrected.

“I’ll live.” The Ancillary informed her. “Providing the helicopter arrives soon.”

Melissa glanced at Roy and Kevin. How they’d held the infected back so long she couldn’t tell, but the door had buckled open and she could see snatching infected hands. As she turned back towards the Ancillary, she became aware of a growing rumble and, scanning the area quickly, saw the lights of a helicopter approaching them. It swung overhead and then moved into a position adjacent to the building. The doors opened, revealing a pair of armed Reborn who trained their weapons immediately on Melissa. Behind them sat a man in a white robe similar to the Ancillary’s, but he wasn’t looking in her direction.

“Drop the knife, Witness. It’s time to meet the Teacher.” The Ancillary told her.

Melissa dropped the knife to the floor, and then looked towards Kevin and Roy.

“Time to go!” Melissa called out.

The Ancillary was helped into the helicopter, to sit beside the man in the robe. The two guards wanted Melissa to climb in next, but she waited until Roy and Kevin were aboard, a throng of infected surging forward from the stairwell behind them. She desperately wondered if there was something else she could do - some other avenue of escape she had overlooked, but in her heart she knew there wasn’t. She allowed herself to be pulled into the helicopter, to sit across from the man and the Ancillary. The guards closed the helicopter door and sat in the seats beside the Ancillary. One reached up to retrieve a medical kit and started to treat her wound. The vehicle pulled away, carrying them to an uncertain destination and an uncertain future. Melissa wished there was some way to take control of the situation, but with Roy and Kevin to her right - with one of the guards training his weapon on them - Melissa reluctantly admitted there wasn’t anything she could do at that moment.

“So when do I get to meet your Teacher?” Melissa asked as aloofly as she could. The Ancillary said nothing, focusing on helping the guard rip open her robe so he could examine her wound. Instead, the man - a vaguely familiar looking, handsome middle aged guy with a tight crop of light brown hair and surprisingly compassionate grey eyes - turned to face her and smiled warmly.

“You already have.” He announced “I am the Teacher, Witness, and it’s a great pleasure to see you again.”
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